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Purpose 
In recent years, the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development’s (HUD) 
Office of Community Planning and Development (CPD) has stressed a coordinated 
marshalling of resources to facilitate entitlement communities’ ability to engage in 
comprehensive community revitalization strategies. Comprehensive community 
revitalization strategies seek to create partnerships among federal and local governments, 
the private sector, community organizations and neighborhood residents. HUD seeks to 
create communities of opportunity in neighborhoods by stimulating the reinvestment of 
human and economic capital and by economically empowering low-income residents. 
 
HUD’s approval of a Neighborhood Revitalization Strategy Area (NRSA) is consistent 
with the City of Somerville’s Consolidated Five-Year Plan and the Union Square 
Revitalization Study effort. Mayor Dorothy A. Kelly Gay, through the Office of Housing 
and Community Development (OHCD), initiated the “Union Square Revitalization 
Study” in Spring 2000.  The Revitalization Study is an effort to review the issues and 
challenges facing Union Square in order to develop a comprehensive planning approach 
to guide the revitalization of the Square.  
 
This document serves as the first part of the comprehensive planning approach for 
inclusion in the City’s Five-Year Consolidated Plan and acts as Phase One of a Master 
Plan for Union Square. Successful NRSA’s bring together the neighborhood’s and the 
larger community’s stakeholders to forge partnerships that: 

• obtain commitments to neighborhood building; 
• make neighborhoods attractive for investments, thereby creating a market for 

profits; 
• generate neighborhood participation to ensure that the benefits of economic 

activity are reinvested in the neighborhood for long-term community 
development; 

• support the use of neighborhood intermediary institutions to bridge the gaps 
between local government agencies, the business community, community groups, 
and residents; and 

• foster the growth of resident-based initiatives to identify and address their 
housing, economic and human service needs. 

Source:  U.S. HUD CDBG regulations, cross reference 24 CFR Parts 91 and 570 
 
An approved NRSA offers 4 significant advantages through HUD: 

1. Job Creation/Retention as Low/Moderate Income Area Benefit: Job 
creation/retention activities undertaken pursuant to the approved strategy may be 
qualified as meeting area benefit requirements, thus eliminating the need for a 
business to track the income of persons that take or are considered for such jobs; 

2. Aggregate of Housing Units: Housing units assisted pursuant to the strategy can 
be considered to be part of a single structure for the purposes of applying the low- 
and moderate- income national objective criteria. This provides a greater 
flexibility to carry out housing programs that revitalize a neighborhood. 
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3. Aggregate Public Benefit Standard Exemption: Economic development activities 
carried out under the strategy may, at the grantee’s option, be exempt from the 
aggregate public benefit standards. This enables the grantee flexibility in program 
design as well as reducing record keeping requirements related to the public 
benefit standard. 

4. Public Service Cap Exemption: Public services carried out pursuant to the 
strategy by a Community-Based Development Organization will be exempt from 
the public service cap. 

Source:  U.S. HUD CDBG regulations, cross reference 24 CFR Parts 570 
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Goals & Objectives 
The following goals and objectives for Union Square were developed as a result of a 
series of public meetings that focused on identification of the strengths, weaknesses, 
opportunities and threats to Union Square’s revitalization. The goals are the broad 
directions that should be pursued for revitalization of Union Square; the objectives 
describe the general course of action on specific issues that can be used to set clear 
requirements for public and private projects. These goals and objectives are not a 
prediction of what Union Square will be like in the future, but a statement reflecting what 
the Union Square Revitalization Study is intended to achieve. They reflect the values of 
the businesses, residents and property owners of the area and the changes they would 
welcome or oppose. 
 
Develop a local economy that emphasizes the tax base, service, residential, shopping 
and employment needs of the community. 
! Promote the creation of office space, research and development facilities, and 

other types of day time employment uses. 
! Support the development of additional small scale retail uses that encourage 

pedestrian traffic. 
! Maintain Union Square’s focus as a restaurant destination. 
! Encourage uses related to arts and entertainment in order to provide additional 

destinations within the Square and supplement the restaurant focus. 
! Ensure that the City’s permitting process and regulations are business- and 

resident- friendly while also ensuring that the Square’s character is protected and 
that neighborhoods are preserved. 

 
Strengthen and market Union Square’s image. 
! Determine the market potential for desirable uses within Union Square. 
! Develop a comprehensive marketing package to recruit appropriate development 

and customers to the Square. 
! Support the neighborhood role of the Union Square business area. 
! Emphasize the historical significance of Union Square. 
! Continue to encourage business-sponsored festivals and events. 
! Involve the arts community in visual improvements. 

 
Pursue urban design projects that create a unified square, are compatible on a 
pedestrian scale, define the area as a commercial center, and are aesthetically pleasing. 
! Improve gateways to Union Square to convey to visitors that they have reached a 

specific place. 
! Ensure that sidewalks and pedestrian pathways are sufficiently wide, well lit, 

clean, safe, comfortable and accessible by the disabled. 
! Continue to encourage a variety of buildings and styles, but retain the consistency 

of buildings located at the edge of the sidewalk to define the street wall. 
! Encourage the use of planters, street trees and other landscaping to soften the 

environment and provide color and shade. 
! Utilize paving surfaces that make sidewalks and public areas more distinctive. 
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! Ensure maintenance and upkeep of public areas and storefronts. 
 
Strengthen the role of public places and facilities.  
! Improve the plaza area by adding more trees, flowers and other vegetation. 
! Provide benches and public seating areas throughout the Square. 
! Improve existing focal points and explore the potential for creating new focal 

points within the Square through the addition of public information kiosks, 
landscaping, monuments, or public art. 

! Ensure that the Public Safety facilities are consistent with both the functional 
needs of the City and the character of the neighborhood. 

! Develop a reuse plan for the former Bow Street Police Station. 
! Work with the United States Post Office in Union Square to improve parking and 

traffic flow. 
! Pursue strategies to improve accessibility between Union Square and City Hall. 

 
Maintain an efficient and thorough system of transportation that balances public 
transportation, private and commercial vehicles, bicycles, and pedestrians that is 
consistent with Union Square’s image as a commercial center. 
! Seek ways to reduce congestion in Union Square without jeopardizing the 

Square’s role as an historic neighborhood commercial center. 
! Balance the need to move traffic through the Square efficiently with the need to 

park and conduct business.  
! Provide bike and pedestrian paths, and sidewalks in appropriate areas to create 

connections to destinations within Union Square and to surrounding areas. 
! Define strategies to improve Union Square’s street crossings, pedestrian systems 

and its sense of coherence. 
! Work with state and regional planning and transportation agencies to develop a 

plan to meet regional transportation needs that are compatible with the goals for 
Union Square. 

! Work with the MBTA to establish commuter rail stops to utilize the multiple lines 
that already pass through Union Square. 

! Work with the MBTA to establish a subway stop via the Green Line and/or the 
proposed Urban Ring. 

! Work with the MBTA to coordinate bus service within Union Square. 
 

Develop a comprehensive parking management plan. 
! Involve property owners, business operators, employees and customers in 

developing a parking plan. 
! Pursue the possibility of building a parking garage. 
! Provide flexible options for businesses and residential developments that may not 

be able to provide the required amount of off-street parking spaces due to site 
constraints. 

! Provide long term maintenance of public parking areas, including parking fee 
collection, cleanliness, and safety of parking areas. 

! Install directional signage directing motorists to designated parking areas. 
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! Encourage shared parking arrangements between businesses with complementary 
business hours and/or between businesses and residential developments.  

! Ensure that the location of both public and private parking lots are compatible 
with adjacent building uses, do not break up the physical continuity of the 
streetscape, do not disrupt a pedestrian circulation corridor, and are compatible 
with traffic circulation patterns. 
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Union Square History  
The intersection of Bow Street, Somerville Avenue and Washington Street forms the 
oldest and largest commercial district in Somerville - Union Square.  This area was 
originally situated on marshland, and became the gateway for goods into Boston’s larger 
markets. With the filling of the marsh, and heavy trading traffic, Union Square exploded 
with commercial and residential growth, which initiated the change from a small rest stop 
on the way to Boston to a great commercial district. 
 
The original marshland and sandy soils of the Union Square area suggested its first name 
of “Sandpit Square.” The area originally contained a marsh at the edge of the Miller’s 
River near Allen Street. Bow Street followed the perimeter of a marsh and Somerville 
Avenue was constructed over that marsh in 1813. Union Square emerged from the 
intersection of three main streets, used as trade routes into Boston in the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries. Mainland Charlestown and other surrounding farms sent goods via 
Somerville Avenue (known as Milk Row at the time) to meet ferries or to be carried 
across bridges to Boston.  
 
With the development of the Medford Turnpike (Mystic Avenue) in 1803, the volume of 
traffic in and around Union Square began to intensify, and businesses began to flourish. 
Businesses such as blacksmiths and wheelwrights serviced travelers passing through the 
area. Brickyards, slaughterhouses and the Union Glass Company (predecessor to modern 
day Corning Ware Company) were among the largest mid-19th century industries near the 
Square. Franklin Hall, constructed in 1852, was the first multi-purpose building in the 
Square. This building contained a Post Office, grain and grocery store, and a meeting 
hall. 
 
As a result of the increased development of Union Square, a two-story wooden engine 
house on the corner of Washington and Prospect Streets was erected in 1838. The 
building was reconstructed in brick in 1856. The firefighters erected a flagpole in 1853 
across the street from the engine house, and at that point in time the square was known as 
“Liberty Pole Square.” However, the square was later used as a recruiting center during 
the Civil War, thus acquiring its present name of Union Square. 
 
By the end of the 19th century, Union Square was the home to several wood-working 
shops, ice businesses, and carriage factories. Union Square’s development opportunities 
were enhanced by the railroad – the first passenger rail opened in 1835 on the south side 
of Washington Street. The first horsedrawn street car system in the Boston area was 
established between Union Square and Harvard Square in 1852. In 1869, Union Square’s 
first major commercial block (Masonic Hall) was constructed, housing an apothecary, 
shoe shop, offices, and a meeting hall. Until this time, Union Square consisted mainly of 
dwellings and farms but the development of Masonic Hall fueled the beginning of a high 
style architecture commercial district. Buildings of red brick with granite sills and trim, 
dark bands of contrasting brick, patterned slate roofs trimmed with ornamental ironwork 
began to emerge. This began the development of the multi-unit row houses and apartment 
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hotels such as the crescent-shaped apartment building at the corner of Bow and Summer 
Streets. 
 
By 1900, the Millers River was filled to alleviate pollution and the marsh was filled in to 
make room for more businesses and more roads. Farms began leaving the cities on the 
edges of Boston and moving farther west. With the development of the automobile, a 
farmer could move his farm a greater distance from the city to where land was less 
expensive, and still transport his goods to Boston in an affordable manner. The 
development of row houses and apartment hotels on the streetcar line made Union Square 
an attractive area for Boston commuters. In the early 1900’s, electric streetcars made 88 
stops a day in Union Square to bring commuters to their jobs in Boston.  
 
Changes in transportation modes, particularly the widespread use of automobiles, 
provided consumers with greater mobility and led to changes in shopping patterns and 
location of new development. As is true for many historic commercial areas throughout 
the country, Union Square began to lose ground to newer, more competitive retailing 
establishments in outlying locations. 
 
In 1980, the area was designated as an “Urban Renewal area,” where issues such as 
storefront improvements, traffic flow, public parking and streetscape improvements were 
addressed. As a result of these efforts, the Washington Street parking lot was developed, 
the public safety building constructed, new tenants filled the old fire & police facilities, 
roads were reconfigured, street trees planted, the public plaza was constructed, and the 
storefront improvement program evolved.   
 
Union Square improvements in the 1980’s made noticeable differences in the commercial 
center and the area.  When Mayor Dorothy Kelly Gay came into office in 1999, she 
committed to further enhancing this gateway area into Somerville. 
 

Union Square Today & Vision for the Future 
Union Square is distinguished from other commercial areas within the Boston region by 
the diversity of ethnic groups, its rich history, and its reputation as a dining destination. 
Changes in the Square over time have produced a community of new immigrant families, 
long-term residents, students, authors, artists and young professionals. The diversity of 
the Union Square community is one of its greatest assets and should serve as the basis 
upon which Union Square’s image is based.  
 
Relative to many commercial areas, Union Square is in a good position to encourage 
business development. The area is not plagued by a high number of vacancies, but 
development is at substantially lower densities than typical for a commercial center or 
than existed historically. Many upper levels of commercial buildings have been sealed or 
removed but additional stories could potentially be added under the City’s Zoning 
Ordinance.  
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Union Square contains a close-knit pattern of varying lot sizes, mixed use buildings, and 
interconnected streets that increase the vitality of the area. Buildings designed to 
accommodate a variety of uses are more adaptable to changing economic conditions and 
can therefore sustain a longer useful life. Residences or offices in the upper floors of 
commercial buildings could increase the vitality of Union Square.  
 
In addition, Union Square has an excellent location relative to transportation systems. 
The slogan “Lively Historic Crossroads” was developed for the area in 1998 to reflect its 
historical context. The area continues to be a crossroads to those traveling within 
Somerville, Charlestown, and Cambridge. It is accessible to I-93 and McGrath Highway, 
serves as a bus route hub, and provides access to the Massachusetts Turnpike (I-90) via 
Prospect Street. While fixed route transit service is not currently provided, existing tracks 
provide the potential for commuter rail stops and an extension of the Green Line MBTA 
light rail system from Lechmere. Union Square should not be solely an area that one 
passes through, but the home to residents and businesses that reflects the diversity that 
has been characteristic of the Square as a destination unto itself. 
 
Civic services provide an additional focus within the Square.  Public service agencies 
include a branch of the United States Post Office, Somerville Community Access 
Television (SCAT), School Department Administrative Offices, and the Public Safety 
Building.  Union Square is also within walking distance of City Hall.  The Public Safety 
Building is in need of improvement in order to meet the future needs of the Police and 
Fire Departments and options for reconstruction are currently being explored. 
 
Union Square is not beset with any major economic problems, but has many smaller 
economic challenges. For example, it has successful restaurants and specialty food stores, 
but lacks the retail, entertainment, and office components that generate pedestrian traffic 
and drop-in customers. The result is the need for a revitalization strategy designed to 
strengthen Union Square’s character and sense of place while building an economic base. 
The area is in need of new investment, improved physical appeal, a stronger daytime 
presence, and improved circulation. 
 
It is envisioned that Union Square will remain an important commercial center containing 
a mix of commercial, civic, religious, and residential uses. New development and 
redevelopment must be designed to be visually attractive and blend into the existing 
architectural style of Union Square. New businesses should service the needs of 
Somerville residents, especially those in the surrounding neighborhood, as well as 
providing employment opportunities within the region. The Union Square Revitalization 
Study is intended to do more than generate tax revenue, provide needed services and 
create jobs. This effort will address a variety of aspects of Union Square’s character that 
will enhance the vitality of the Square and appeal to residents, business owners, and 
potential developers alike. 
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Planning Area Boundaries & Land Use 
The boundaries of the Union Square Study Area include the Central Business District as 
well as parts of the surrounding neighborhood within a comfortable walking distance. 
The boundaries were determined according to a ¼ mile radius from the center of the 
square, roughly the Vietnam Memorial at the intersection of Somerville Avenue and 
Washington Street. The area was extended along Somerville Avenue to the west in order 
to include additional residences and businesses, which identify with Union Square. 
Census block group data and City of Somerville parcel data were used to delineate the 
Study Area boundaries in order to eliminate confusion as to which parcels of land are 
included. The boundaries of the Study Area are as follows (See Figure 1).  

• West: Leland Street; Perry Street; and Dane Street/Granite Street 
• North: Intersection of School Street/Summer Street; Aldersey Street; and Boston 

Street 
• East: Boston Street; Rossmore Street; Merriam Street 
• South: Charlestown Street; Fitchburg Railroad Right of Way; and Concord 

Avenue  
 
The Study Area totals about 7.2 million square feet or .26 square miles. Approximately 
72% of the parcels and 54% of the land area in the Study Area are residential uses.  The 
non-residential uses are predominantly in the Central Business District at the heart of 
Union Square and along Somerville Avenue and Washington Street.  (See Figure 2). 
According to the 1990 U.S. Census, 55.2% of the residents included in the Study Area 
are low- to moderate- income persons. 
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Figure 1 - 
Study Area Boundaries
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Figure 2 - 
Land Use
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Demographics 
The demographic data used in this report was obtained from 1990 U.S. Census Block 
Group data.  The Union Square Study Area intersects six Census Block Groups.  Due to 
the street network and the original placement of the block groups, the six block groups 
fan out radially from the center of the Square.  The Census data referred to in this 
document is the data from the six intersecting block groups.  The Block Groups include 
all of the Study Area and extend into some of the surrounding area:  
 

25017 3512 001 
25017 3512 002 
25017 3513 001 
25017 3513 002 
25017 3513 003 
25017 3515 002 

Population Characteristics 
The Union Square Area Block Groups have an estimated population of 8,605. The area is 
a multi-racial, multi-ethnic neighborhood with 8% Black, 4% Asian or Pacific Islander, 
86% White and 9% of Hispanic origins. 
 
The 1990 estimated median household income in Union Square is $28,085; about 15% 
lower than the median income for the City of Somerville as a whole.  Of the 3,622 
households, 31% are below the poverty level.  The Study Area had a 7.5% 
unemployment rate in 1990 and varying levels of educational attainment.  Of the 
residents over the age of 25, 30% did not complete high school, 70% completed high 
school or higher, and 25% have a bachelors degree or higher. 
 
The age distribution in Union Square indicates that 25-29 year olds is the largest age 
group, representing 16.7% of the total population, with the median age falling between 
30-34.   
 
Housing within the Study Area is predominately renter-occupied, with 75% of 
households renting their homes. 

Special Populations 
Immigrant and ethnic populations constitute populations of special interest for the 
revitalization of Union Square. The languages spoken in Union Square include Haitian- 
Creole, Portuguese, Spanish, Hindi, and several Asian languages. In addition, Union 
Square contains many public service agencies, which attract a significant number of 
patrons from outside of Somerville. The Mayor’s Office of Human Services is open to 
the public and contains a variety of multi-lingual literature on different services available 
to Somerville residents. The majority of services are locally based, but some are joint 
efforts through Cambridge and the Commonwealth of Massachusetts.  
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The Haitian community receives support through the Haitian Coalition, a non-profit 
organization in Somerville.  There are several Brazilian owned and Brazilian focused 
businesses in Union Square, which will continue to be important and prominent.  
 
Portuguese are well established in the City, with some residents of Portuguese decent 
having been in the Somerville area for 2-4 generations. The Portuguese community has 
resources available to them through several human service agencies, such as the 
Massachusetts Alliance of Portuguese Speakers (MAPS). 
 
The Southeast Asian population is a growing and diverse group.  The fact that they speak 
multiple languages makes the provision of services more of a challenge.  Presently, 
people of Southeast Asian decent have few resources available to them in Somerville.  
However, services and support are available through agencies in Boston. 
 
The Somerville School Department provides a Transitional Bilingual Education (TBE) 
Program that is designed to facilitate the entry of newly arrived immigrant students into 
an all English academic environment.  The three largest language groups are Portuguese, 
Spanish and Haitian.  The majority of students transition to mainstream English-speaking 
classes within three years of being in the TBE Program. 
 
According to the 1990 Census, between the years 1985 and 1990, 9.7% of the NRSA 
population moved to the area from a foreign country, with an additional 1% from Puerto 
Rico.  Somerville as a whole had 6.7% of its population arriving from a foreign country 
during the same period. 

Public Participation 
The City has sponsored and/or attended several public meetings to coordinate its 
activities with area residents, business managers, non-profit agencies and property 
owners to ensure a meaningful level of citizen participation. 
 
The City initiated Mayor Kelly Gay’s Revitalization effort for Union Square by 
sponsoring a public workshop in June 2000. This kick-off meeting was held to review the 
strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats within Union Square. The City has 
continued to provide opportunities for public input and review and has held additional 
public meetings associated with the Public Safety Building Feasibility Study and the 
Union Square Transportation Plan – both Union Square projects. 
 
A Public Hearing was held February 21, 2002 in accordance with the citizen participation 
plan as laid out in the 5 year Consolidated Plan and Consolidated Plan rule 24 CFR, Part 
91.105. This hearing also served as a final overview of the efforts and goals of the 
NRSA. Approximately 30 people attended the Public Hearing, and meeting minutes are 
included in the Appendix. Those in attendance expressed support for the NRSA and 
reiterated support for the revitalization of Union Square in general. The document was 
available for review in the Office of Housing and Community Development two weeks 
prior to the meeting and three weeks following the meeting for any additional comments 
in anticipation of submittal to HUD. No additional comments were received.  
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Publicity about Public Meetings is handled through several media. Meeting flyers are 
produced in both English and Portuguese and mailed to Union Square residents, 
businesses, and organizations. Sign-in sheets are provided at each meeting so the mailing 
list can be updated for future meetings with the contact information for new participants. 
Meeting flyers are distributed door to door throughout the Union Square Central Business 
District a few days before a meeting is held, as a follow up to the initial mailing. 
 
The City of Somerville also utilizes local newspapers for publicity. Meeting 
announcements are placed in the Somerville Journal and local reporters for the 
Somerville Journal and the Boston Globe often write articles about the Union Square 
Revitalization Study both prior to and following a public meeting. Meeting 
announcements are also placed on the City’s web site and on the City’s television cable 
channel.   
 
The format of the public meetings typically includes the use of small discussion groups. 
A brief presentation is made at the beginning of the meeting to report on the status of a 
particular project and then meeting participants are assigned to small groups facilitated by 
OHCD staff or a consultant to discuss specific questions. Upon reconvening, the groups 
compare notes on points of general agreement. This format allows the greatest 
opportunity for each individual participant’s voice to be heard and allows the City to 
obtain a significant amount of information in a relatively short period of time.  
Attendance at individual meetings has ranged from 30 to well over 100 participants.  
 
In addition to public meetings, the City has made an effort to work in collaboration with 
the local business community. The City has pursued public/private partnerships with the 
Union Square Business Interest Group (BIG), through the Somerville Chamber of 
Commerce, and worked with a grassroots organization to develop the Spice of Life 
festival in Union Square. Staff from the City’s Office of Housing and Community 
Development (OHCD) participates in the Union Square BIG meetings in order to 
maintain an open dialogue between businesses and the City.  
 
The City will continue to work closely with residents, business organizations, public 
service agencies, and other interested groups throughout the implementation process of 
the NRSA plan.  The City will especially look at the continued role the Somerville 
Community Corporation (SCC) will play in Union Square as well as the possible future 
involvement of area Community Development Financial Institutions (CDFIs). 

The Physical Environment 
One of the underlying objectives for the revitalization of Union Square is to create a clear 
identity for the Square. A community is often defined by specific areas of town that 
represent its character and/or by unique assets that are not available in other locations 
thus resulting in that particular community having a competitive advantage over other 
communities. Union Square provides an opportunity for Somerville to strengthen its 
identity by providing an attractive, service-oriented commercial center that addresses the 
needs of residents, strengthens the commercial tax base, and provides additional job 
opportunities. 
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Sense of Place 
A commercial center typically serves as a concentration of business activity, municipal 
service center and a place for community gathering. Traditional commercial centers 
generally include dining establishments, stores and shops, office space, financial 
institutions and other business services. It may also serve as a place for employment, 
worship, tourism, housing, government services, entertainment, lodging and cultural 
attractions. The typical development pattern of successful districts starts with a distinct 
neighborhood with historical context, encouraging interaction among residents and 
providing access to services and discouraging poor uses of land and other resources. 
Traditional commercial centers are typified by a diversity of housing types, proximity to 
neighborhood shopping, and pedestrian-oriented design (rather than auto-dominated). 
Union Square has many of these amenities but stronger anchors should be created to 
allow one to linger and spend time in the Square. 
 
Union Square is in need of a specific image – a reason why a person would choose Union 
Square when alternatives are available. The current “draws” to Union Square include the 
historical context and role as the oldest commercial center in the City; the number and 
diversity of dining establishments; and the existing transportation network of roadways 
and bus connections. Union Square’s current image has evolved over time. Unlike 
shopping malls, the area reflects the economic, social, and cultural changes that have 
occurred in Somerville over time, rather than being a static snapshot that new suburban 
style developments represent. In addition, the multiple functions of Union Square give a 
wider variety of users a reason to visit. This helps to enhance activity levels during 
different times of the day and week and also creates more “stakeholders” in the Square.  
 

Land Use and Commercial Base 
As mentioned above, Union Square has a substantial number of restaurants and specialty 
foods/small grocers as part of its commercial base. It also has several automobile supply 
and repair establishments. However, commercial uses only constitute about 10.7% of the 
land area in the Study Area. The total land area by use category is listed below: 
 
Land Use Land Area (Square 

Feet) 
% of Subtotal % of Total 

Tax Exempt 
 

  12.7% 

! Charitable 
organization 

44,852 0.9% 0.6% 

! Churches 74,373 1.5% 1% 
! Government 222,303 4.3% 3.1% 
! Housing 

Authority 
50,964 1.0% 0.7% 

! Schools 299,553, includes 
Lincoln Park 

5.9% 4.2% 

! Open 
Space/vacant 

223,185 4.4% 3.1% 
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Commercial 771,898 15.1% 10.7% 
Industrial 691,937 13.5% 9.6% 
Housing 2,736,705 53.5% 38% 
SUBTOTAL 5,115,770 100% 71% 
Roadways/Railways/ 
Misc. Utilities 

2,092,054  29% 

TOTAL 7,207,824  100% 
 
According to City Assessors data for 2001, the value of the CBD District is as follows: 
    Total Land Value  $22,551,000 
 + Total Building Value $25,436,400 
 =   TOTAL   $47,987,400 
 
Lower property values in relation to other areas in the Boston region provide an attractive 
opportunity for developers. However, affordable acquisition costs also mean rents 
commensurate with these property values. Therefore, property owners pay a greater 
percentage of their square foot rental income toward property taxes. In addition, as rental 
rates increase, existing businesses may not be able to afford their current location and 
may be forced out of Union Square.  
 
Current office space rents in Union Square range from $10 to $17 per square foot, as 
compared to about $30 per square foot for office space associated with new construction 
in the region.1 Union Square rents can withstand some upward movement without 
jeopardizing the ability of commercial operations with reasonable sales volumes to 
operate efficiently. This pattern of rents and sales provides Union Square with a 
competitive advantage in relation to other commercial centers in the region. Some start-
up companies within the region may prefer the lower rental cost associated with adaptive 
reuse and renovation of existing buildings. 
 
Larger office tenants may require substantial change in Union Square through the 
addition of new office space. The higher rental rates associated with new construction 
will require attracting different types of tenants with the ability to pay higher rents. Many 
business leaders feel that a lack of parking and public transportation (such as subway and 
commuter rail service) constrain the market for office space in Union Square.  
 

Zoning 
The heart of Union Square is zoned Central Business District (CBD).  (See Figure 3).  
The stated purpose of the CBD district is consistent with the vision for Union Square 
(Article 6.1.5-A): 

To preserve and enhance central business areas for retail, business services, 
housing, and office uses and to promote a strong pedestrian character and 
scale in those areas. A primary goal for the districts is to provide 
environments that are safe for and conducive to a high volume of 

                                                 
1 Rental rates provided to Planners Collaborative in association with the Public Safety Building Feasibility Study by 
Stephen Mackey of the Chamber of Commerce and Don Warner, owner of 66-70 Union Square. 
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pedestrian traffic, with a strong connection to retail and pedestrian 
accessible street level uses. 

 
All developments within the CBD districts that require a special permit with design 
review or site plan review should comply with the following guidelines (Article 6.1.5-B): 
! Across the primary street edge, the building should complete the streetwall. 
! At the street level, provide continuous storefronts or pedestrian arcade which shall 

house either retail occupancies, or service occupancies suitably designed for 
present or future retail use. 

! Massing of the building should include articulation which will blend the building 
in with the surrounding district. At the fourth floor, a minimum five-foot deep 
setback is recommended. 

! Locate on-site, off-street parking either at the rear of the lot behind the building or 
below street level; parking should not abut the street edge of the parcel. 

! Provide access to on-site, off-street parking from either a side street or alley. 
Where this is not possible, provide vehicle access through an opening in the street 
level façade of the building of a maximum 25 feet in width. 

 
The purpose and design guidelines for the CBD district support the goals and objectives 
of the Union Square Revitalization Study. However, some changes should be made to the 
Somerville Zoning Ordinance (SZO) in order to further support the statements above and 
achieve the vision for Union Square. 
 
The SZO is currently under review by OHCD. Several land use and zoning strategies to 
revitalize Union Square, including maximizing the use of the Central Business District 
(CBD) area by increasing building height, redefining permitted uses, and managing 
signage are being reviewed. Options for providing greater flexibility for required parking 
spaces for private development and emphasizing public parking areas are also being 
explored.  
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Figure 3 - 
Zoning

Union Square Neighborhood Revitalization Strategy
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Spatial Organization & Existing Uses 
Specific nodes, links and boundaries are necessary for people to be able to understand 
and appreciate a place. People must first be able to find Union Square, and then know 
when they are there. Once they are in Union Square, people will look for distinct 
subdistricts and clear links between them. 
 
While the majority of buildings in the Square are located in a manner that defines the 
street edge, the rhythm and scale of buildings change as one moves away from the center 
of the Study Area. The eastern and western edges of the Study Area give a less organized 
impression of semi-industrial buildings interspersed with residences and an increasing 
number of parking lots with wide curb cuts and little landscaping. The connections 
between these areas and the center of the Square are often unfriendly to pedestrians.  

Uses 
The uses in Union Square are generally consistent and appropriate for a commercial 
district. Retail and restaurant uses occupy most street level spaces and residential and 
office uses are located in the few buildings that have upper stories. Restaurants and a few 
bars provide the only evening activity and additional entertainment uses would 
supplement this business focus of the Square. In addition, the Square lacks a significant 
day-time population to support existing businesses. Additional office space would 
improve day-time sales in the Square. 
 
Several distinct functional zones exist within the mixed-use area of Union Square. Civic 
and public service agencies are clustered near the plaza including CAAS, SCAT, MAPS, 
and the United States Post Office (See page 24 for a description). The Public Safety 
Building is located to the east of this area. Portuguese speaking businesses providing 
goods and services targeted to the Brazilian population are principally located along 
Somerville Avenue between each end of Bow Street. Automobile related services such as 
the Kawasaki dealer, Midas Muffler, Fred F Susan Auto Body and automobile filing 
stations are primarily located on the eastern side of the Study Area. The center of the 
Square is a classic commercial center with a variety of smaller scale service and retail 
establishments. 

Public Space 
Due to Somerville’s high density, the quality of life in the community is greatly enriched 
by urban open space areas, parks, and landscaping within the streetscape, providing both 
active and passive recreational opportunities. Open spaces and landscaping buffer the 
visual clutter and auditory clatter of the City; the trees and plants add greatly to the health 
of the City’s people by cleaning the air, providing shade and wind protection, and by 
visually enhancing the area.   
 
The Union Square plaza is the major public space in Union Square and is centrally 
located. It currently has unrealized potential as a community gathering space due to a 
lack of amenities. Residents and businesses would like to see additional landscaping and 
green space in the plaza and throughout the Square. Parks and plazas encourage people to 
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linger by providing a place for them to sit, relax, and gather with others. With improved 
design, areas such as the plaza would contribute to the aesthetic quality of the Square and 
provide an area for community gathering.  The Study Area also has several significant 
traffic islands, most notably three on Bow Street and one on Concord Ave at Concord 
Square.  These ‘islands’ would also benefit from additional landscaping.  
 
Additional opportunities for enhancing public space primarily occur along the street edge 
in the form of streetscape improvements. In line with the City’s commitment to enhance 
the minimal open space that is present, there is great emphasis on urban forestry.  
Somerville has been designated a Tree City USA for six years running.  OHCD has a 
full-time staff member who oversees the City’s aggressive street tree planting program.  
As a result, the health, diversity and number of street trees in the Union Square Study 
Area have significantly increased. However, the area could benefit from additional 
landscaping in areas with large expanses of concrete. 
 
Prospect Hill Park, located near the northern boundary of the Union Square Study Area, 
is the largest open space in the Study Area. The Prospect Hill Memorial Flag Tower and 
Observatory is a locally important structure because it commemorates the soldiers that 
fought on Prospect Hill during the Revolutionary War and the soldiers encamped on 
Prospect Hill during the Civil War. The site has national significance for its association 
with both the Revolutionary War and the Civil War. On January 1, 1776, the soldiers of 
the Continental Army raised the “Great Union Flag” to the top of a 76-foot mast on the 
top of Prospect Hill, Somerville (then part of Charlestown), clearly visible by the British 
Garrison in Boston. Prospect Hill Park was constructed in 1903, and a crenellated granite 
monument was erected on the summit to commemorate soldiers of the American 
Revolution and the Civil War. The tower remains relatively unaltered from the time of its 
construction, and has been a designated local historic district and a Massachusetts 
registered historic property since 1985. 
 
Turk Tracey & Larry Architects, LLC prepared an Historic Structure Report for the 
Prospect Hill Tower in February 2000. The report reviewed existing conditions and made 
recommendations for conservation and repair. However, as of January, 2002 no funding 
has been obtained to proceed with implementing the recommendations. 
 
The Milk Row Cemetery is located on the south side of Somerville Avenue, opposite 
School Street. Originally part of the Samuel Tufts farm, this land was established as a 
cemetery in 1808 with the condition that the land be used only as a burying ground and 
that it always be fenced. The City was given control of the site in 1893. The cemetery is 
no longer in active service but remains the City’s only burial place. An ornamental fence 
extends along the front of the cemetery and the first Civil War Memorial in the country, 
erected in 1863, is the main focal point of this site. The cemetery is maintained on a 
regular basis by the City’s Department of Public Works, but it has not been catalogued or 
rehabilitated since the late 1800’s. The physical condition of the plantings and markers is 
poor, and the walls, curbs and fencing have been severely compromised due to the 
ravages of time and climate.  Recently, the Department of Environmental Management of 
the Commonwealth of Massachusetts awarded the City of Somerville a grant of 
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$34,000.00 to prepare a Comprehensive Preservation Master Plan for future repairs and 
improvements to the cemetery. 
 
The Union Square Study Area also contains several public parks, playgrounds, and 
community gardens. Several of these areas have been renovated or enhanced in recent 
years, while others are in need of improvement. All park renovations address ADA 
accessibility concerns (See Figure 4). 
 

• Lincoln Street Park (6.6 acres) This park was partially renovated in 1997.  It is 
adjacent to the Lincoln Park Community School and is situated in a primarily 
residential area. The park is large and amenities include a play structure, 
basketball courts, and softball, soccer and baseball fields. The Lincoln Park 
Community School is slated for renovation and expansion, which will impact the 
park. Coordination between the School Department, Department of Public Works, 
OHCD’s division of Open Space and Park Development, and the City’s 
Recreation Department is necessary to ensure that both school and open space 
needs are addressed.  

• Community Growing Center (.34 acres) A true oasis in the midst of urban 
realities, the growing center is a gardening and education facility located on Vinal 
Avenue. It is owned and operated by the City and the Conservation Commission.  
In addition to educational programs, music and theatrical programs are also 
conducted. 

• Walnut Street Park (.30 acres) This is an active recreation park with play 
equipment, a water play area, a picnic area and an active community garden that 
was renovated in 1997. Perimeter fencing will be installed in 2002. No other 
major improvements are needed at this time, but ongoing maintenance and 
general upkeep are important.  

• Osgood Park and Community Garden  (.33 acres) This active recreation and 
community garden meets the needs of the immediate neighborhood. Renovations 
to this park were completed Fall 2001. 

• Prospect Hill Park (2.1 acres) This highly visible and popular passive recreation 
park has an impressive historic tower with views of Union Square below and 
Boston in the distance (see discussion, above). It is a passive recreation space 
with shade trees, benches, and grassy areas. With the exception of the tower, the 
park is handicapped accessible.  The park is in need of restoration.  

• Corbett Playground (.61 acres) Located across the street from Prospect Hill 
Park, this active recreation area services the Prospect Hill neighborhood. It 
contains play equipment and two half-court basketball courts. This park is in the 
design phase – construction is scheduled to begin Fall 2002. 

• Nunziato Athletic Field (1.1 acres) This athletic field is the size of half a football 
field and is used for high school football practice and youth soccer as well as 
family picnicking.  Ongoing maintenance is a costly issue because of the intensive 
use of the field due to a lack of athletic field space in the City.  Nonetheless, the 
overall condition of the facility is good. 

• Stone Place Playground (.12 acres) Tot lot/playground in fair condition serving 
the needs of the immediate neighborhood. It contains hopscotch, play structures, 



 

Union Square, Somerville, MA Page 22 
Neighborhood Revitalization Strategy Area Plan            April 02 

and swings for younger children. This park could benefit from improvements 
similar to those undertaken in other City parks, and plans for renovation will 
begin spring 2002.  

• Allen Street (.5 acres) A City-owned parcel could potentially be developed as a 
pocket park that will serve the needs of the neighborhood and the new Linden 
Street housing development.  
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Figure 4 - 
Open Space
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Cultural and Civic Institutions 
Union Square is the location of several civic and public service agencies that draw people 
into the area. These institutions and organizations are potential generators of pedestrian 
traffic and sales in the Square. 

• The United States Post Office.  One of three Post Offices in Somerville, it is 
located at 237 Washington Street and is open from 7am-5pm Monday-Friday and 
8am-2pm on Saturday. 

• Somerville Community Access Television (SCAT) serves as a true Community 
channel where all shows are produced and presented by residents of Somerville. 
Their primary goal is to facilitate the free expression of diverse ideas. Their 
facilities are located at 90 Union Square in the old Fire Station owned by the City.  

• The Boys and Girls Club provides programs and services to benefit the youth of 
Somerville between the ages of 5 and 17 years through personal and educational 
development; citizenship and leadership development; cultural enrichment; health 
and physical education; social recreation; and outdoor and environmental 
education.   

o Somerville School Department Administrative Offices are located 
within the Boys and Girls Club building.  The offices serve as the main 
administration building for all of the Somerville Public Schools.   

• The Public Safety Building houses the Police Headquarters and Fire Department 
at 220 Washington Street. The Public Safety Building is also the location of the 
fire prevention offices.  

• Community Action Agency of Somerville (CAAS) is an organization 
committed to the diversity of Somerville and acts as a structure for empowering 
low-income constituencies and all citizens who have been obstructed or 
discouraged by oppression and discrimination. 

o Somerville Head Start is a child development program through CAAS 
that serves low-income children and their families.  The Somerville branch 
is located at 73 Union Square. 

• Massachusetts Alliance of Portuguese Speakers (MAPS) is a private, non-
profit, community-based organization that provides a wide range of health and 
human services to Brazilian, Cape Verdean and Portuguese residents in 
Massachusetts. The Somerville office is located in Union Square in the old fire 
station (now known as the SCAT building). 

• Catholic Charities Foster Grandparent Program offers seniors age 60 and 
older opportunities to serve as mentors, tutors and caregivers for children with 
exceptional needs.  Their facility is located at 270 Washington Street. 

• There are also several churches in Union Square that have services and activities 
on weekends and weekday evenings. The churches draw their membership from 
all over Somerville and other surrounding communities. 
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Physical Features 

Architecture 
Although the history of the Square begins well before Somerville became a town, only 
one pre-Civil War building is standing today. Architecturally, Union Square did not 
acquire an impressive commercial character until the construction of several substantial 
business blocks after the Civil War. However, Union Square still contains examples of 
attractive, functional historic structures, concentrated in the Bow Street Historic District. 
The Bow Street Historic District is comprised of 14 buildings in a densely settled 
neighborhood.  This area originally contained 6 structures known as the “Doctors’ Row” 
because of the buildings combined uses as a residences and doctors’ offices.  
 
There are also three historical multi-unit row houses and apartment buildings in the 
Square: 1892 Richmond Building; 1898 Drouet Block; and the 1900 crescent shaped 
apartment building on the corner of Bow and Summer Streets. Each of these buildings 
has been renovated and currently contain a mix of uses.  (See Figure 5). 
 
Somerville Old House Organization (SOHO) Located on Greenville Street, encourages 
and foster the repair, maintenance, and preservation of Somerville’s older homes through 
education, advocacy, and support, emphasizing respect and sensitivity toward historic 
and/or character defining features. SOHO members value Somerville’s architectural 
heritage and believe that a community dedicated to this endeavor will increase both 
respect for and a pride in Somerville while preserving and strengthening its identity. 

Streetscape 
With few exceptions, Somerville Avenue, Bow Street and Washington Street retain a 
strong edge of buildings. Street trees were planted along Somerville Avenue and Bow 
Street as a result of the Revitalization Plan of the mid 1980’s. With the exception of the 
Union Square plaza, the street lights are highway-style cobra lights, but the recent 
addition of light pole banners add to a more coherent streetscape. Based on 
recommendations for the Union Square Transportation Plan a streetscape improvement 
plan has gone out to bid for the portion of Somerville Avenue between Market Basket 
and Union Square.  The plan will create a unifying theme through urban design elements 
using tree planting, island landscaping, planters, benches, bike racks, sidewalk 
improvements, signage, street lighting and pedestrian crossings. The plan will set the 
overall tone for improvements to the whole area.  Similar improvements will be made on 
Bow Street and then throughout the Square as traffic reconfiguration is implemented.     
 
Union Square presents many possibilities for prospective and ongoing projects through 
the City’s Storefront Improvement Program (SIP). The central core of the square is a 
highly visible area of street-level retail businesses that comprise most of the commercial 
square footage. SIP funds should be concentrated in this core.  
 
Façade improvement spurs increased pedestrian activity, which in turn stimulates 
development. Rehabilitated facades draw more attention to the stores and have the 
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potential of attract more clientele.  Improved signage, which individualizes each 
storefront instead of confusing the potential customer with generic script, also serves to 
add another level of texture and character to shop façades. 
 
The SIP has funded two very successful projects in Union Square during the past year: 

• The Independent (75 Union Square) This storefront was a participant in the City 
of Somerville’s Storefront Improvement Program in 2000/2001. Residents and 
other businesses in Union Square were very receptive to the façade 
improvements.  New windows on both the first and second floors of the building, 
along with new flower boxes started the Independent’s transformation from 
bar/karaoke club to community pub/restaurant.  New entryways and newly 
painted masonry exterior opened up the restaurant and created a more inviting 
façade. 

 
• Eberle Building (21-29 Union Square) This Storefront Improvement Program 

project incorporated nine different businesses housed in the same city block. The 
project involved total rehabilitation of the storefronts including windows, doors, 
signage, lighting and EIFS system façade overlay. The addition of surface planter 
barrels, street trees and an outdoor seating area has also improved the exterior of 
the building and the streetscape. 

 
Future SIP projects in Union Square should be concentrated within the central core, east 
along Washington Street and Somerville Avenue, and west along Somerville Avenue. All 
of these areas could benefit from storefront improvements and many have not had any 
significant updates since the 1970’s. 
 
 

Public Safety Buildings 
Since 1874 Union Square has been the location for several of Somerville’s public safety 
facilities. The historic significance of some of the buildings and adaptive reuse projects 
has shaped the character of Union Square. The creation of new facilities and reuse of 
structures have been the cornerstones for the revitalization effort of the early 1980’s and 
the current Union Square Revitalization Study. 

Old Bow Street Police Station (50 Bow Street) 
The Old Bow Street Police Station was constructed in 1874 as one of the first municipal 
building projects of the newly chartered City of Somerville. Designed by George A. 
Clough, one of the most influential architects in Boston during the late 19th Century, this 
Second Empire structure was originally capped with a mansard roof enclosing a full third 
story. Archival photographs of Union Square show similar designs for many of the 
surrounding three- and four- story retail establishments. The City removed the mansard 
roof in the early 1940’s due to fire/engineering hazards caused by deterioration. 
 
The structure is a focal point of Union Square’s Bow Street Local Historic District, and is 
listed on the National Register. With its Victorian architecture and its generous thirty-foot 
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setback from the street, the reuse and restoration of this neighborhood landmark promises 
to generate maximum visibility and impact. 
 
The City hired TBA Architects to conduct a structural investigation, prepare restoration 
specifications and administer construction and management for the repair, stabilization 
and aesthetic enhancement of the exterior of the structure. The specifications are 
scheduled for completion in March 2002. The City has also created the Bow Street Police 
Station Reuse Advisory Committee to explore potential reuse options for this historically 
significant structure. 

Union Square Fire Station (SCAT Building – 90 Union Square) 
This building was constructed in 1903 as a fire station, and continued to operate as such 
until the early 1980’s. The Somerville Police Department and a fire unit were moved 
from the center of Union Square to a renovated MBTA car barn on the edge of the Square 
as part of the 1980’s revitalization of Union Square. This relocation helped to solve some 
of the traffic congestion problems and competition for parking between public safety 
personnel and visitors, and shoppers in Union Square. 
 
The City issued a Request for Proposals for reuse of the building in 1983. It was  
renovated and used for office space and a studio for cable television. The building is still 
owned by the City of Somerville and space is leased to the Massachusetts Alliance of 
Portuguese Speakers (MAPS) and the non-profit cable station of Somerville Community 
Access Television (SCAT). The building has since become known as the “SCAT 
Building.” 
 
The structure is in relatively good condition but restoration of the cupola that once 
existed on top of the hose-drying tower is desired in any subsequent renovation.  This 
addition would enhance the building as a landmark in Union Square and emphasize the 
historic significance of the old fire station. 

Police Station (66-70 Union Square) 
The Police Station in the center of Union Square was constructed in 1932. It is 
Neoclassical Revival Style architecture and was adapted for reuse in 1987 for private 
office and retail space. The 26,000 square foot building was sold to a private developer 
for this purpose and is no longer owned by the City of Somerville. This is one of the few 
multi-tenant office buildings in the Square and is a model for the type of development 
that many would like to see encouraged in the future. 

Public Safety Building (220 Washington Street) 
The City’s police and fire departments moved to the current Public Safety Building in 
1985 as part of a revitalization effort for Union Square.  The existing 60,000 square foot 
structure was previously used as an MBTA bus maintenance facility (also known as the 
Car Barn) that was vacated in the late 1970's and fell into disrepair before the City 
acquired it.  The original building was constructed in the early 1920's and consists of a 
2.5 story steel-framed structure with reinforced concrete floor slabs.  The building was 
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renovated in 1985, which included the construction of several small additions to be used 
as entrances and interior structural modifications for use for public safety purposes.    
 
Immediately after coming into office in May 1999, Mayor Kelly Gay received a report 
detailing several problems with the Public Safety Building. These problems ranged from 
poor drainage on the site, to mold and inadequate ventilation in the building. Mayor Kelly 
Gay worked with the DPW to address some of these issues through temporary repairs, in 
order to ensure the safety of the Police and Fire Department personnel until a permanent 
solution could be implemented.  
 
The Public Safety Building Commission hired a consulting team consisting of architects 
and urban planners to help the City to determine the options for improved facilities for 
the Police and Fire Departments.  The purpose of the Public Safety Building Feasibility 
Study is to study the feasibility and prepare preliminary designs for reconstruction or 
relocation of the Public Safety Building, either as a combined facility or separate 
facilities on different sites. The study was completed February 2002.  
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Figure 5 - 
Building Vintage
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Circulation & Traffic 
Union Square has a congested road network which will be exacerbated by new 
development. The Square’s location at the intersection of several major arterials 
providing cross-town and regional highway system access adds to the congestion of local 
streets. Union Square contains a network of arterial roads leading to Cambridge and 
Boston as well as rail tracks of the Massachusetts Bay Transportation Authority (MBTA) 
commuter rail. The Union Square Study Area is served by several bus routes, is a hub for 
MBTA bus service, and is a candidate for the extension of the Green Line beyond 
Lechmere station and Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) service as part of the Urban Ring 
proposal.  
 
The old Kiley Barrel site, located at the corner of Prospect St. and Somerville Ave, is one 
of the few remaining vacant parcels in Union Square. The 25,391 square foot parcel has 
the opportunity to play an important role in the future of Union Square with respect to the 
Urban Ring.  The MBTA’s major investment study related to the BRT portion of the 
Urban Ring included the Kiley Barrel Site as a possible bus depot. The Urban Ring 
proposal also included a new commuter rail stop at Webster /Prospect, along the existing 
Fitchburg rail line. The site would be ideal for a central transportation hub with a bus 
depot, Green Line MBTA station, commuter rail connections and possibly parking 
facilities.   
 
The Union Square Traffic Analysis Report was prepared for the City in May 1995. The 
traffic analysis studied 10 intersections, primarily along Somerville Avenue between 
McGrath Highway and Bow Street. The report concluded that most of the intersections 
were operating at deficient levels of service and would continue to do so in the future.  
The report also states that improvements to increase capacity at some of the major 
intersections could not be accomplished without significantly impacting pedestrian safety 
or the viability of the commercial area. 
 
Since the traffic analysis was completed in 1995, the City’s Department of Traffic & 
Parking (T&P) has performed additional analyses and has modified the signal phasing at 
several of the intersections in Union Square. T&P has gathered data, analyzed traffic 
volumes, and performed destination surveys at key intersections in Union Square. 
 
In response to growing community concern about the transportation issues in Union 
Square, the City of Somerville selected Edwards and Kelcey, Transportation Engineers, 
in January 2001 to complete a Union Square Transportation Plan. The project will result 
in a comprehensive transportation plan for Union Square containing specific 
transportation improvements that will increase pedestrian safety, alleviate congestion, 
encourage the use of public transportation, and address parking needs. 
  
The Union Square Transportation Plan is designed to be a community-based plan that is 
responsive and specific to the unique character of Union Square.  The project will 
balance community needs with the role of Union Square in the region’s transportation 
network.  It should expand upon the work completed to date and establish a foundation 
for additional projects to be pursued as part of the Union Square Revitalization Study.   
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Preliminary recommendations include changing Prospect Street and Webster Avenue to 
2-way streets, improving pedestrian crossings and modifying traffic controls to reduce 
congestion in the center of the Square.  It is expected to be completed in March 2002. 

Maintenance and Security 
The value of good maintenance, periodic repair and timely replacement is an important 
part of an ongoing effort to provide a healthy commercial area. Improving the safety of 
an area requires the collective actions of municipal officials, the police and the public.  

Maintenance 
The maintenance of streets and other public areas is crucial for the image and perception 
of Union Square. As is often the case, the maintenance responsibilities for public space 
are divided among several municipal departments. The Highway Department within the 
Department of Public Works (DPW) is responsible for trash barrels and street sweeping. 
The Tree Warden within the DPW and the Street Tree Program Manager within the 
Office of Housing and Community Development take care of the street trees. Traffic & 
Parking maintains public parking areas while the Highway Department is responsible for 
roadways.  

Security 
The Somerville Police Department assigns 2 patrol cars and 2 officers on foot to the 
Union Square area.  The cruisers operate 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, while the 
officers on foot operate in the area during their shifts, which are based on a 4 hours on –4 
hours off system.  The Community Policing role includes a park, walk and talk program 
where the officers in the cruisers park and talk with business owners and citizens, over 
and above the role of the officers on foot.  All officers are given discretionary power over 
the route they choose in the Union Square area, with the understanding that they vary it 
and attempt to visit all locations on regular intervals.   
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Housing Assessment 

Overview 
Somerville is essentially a built community that has had little opportunity to respond to 
additional housing demand through new housing. Reuse of existing parcels provides most 
of the housing development opportunities. The numbers of parcels within the City, which 
are both suitable and available for reuse as affordable housing, are limited. Rehabilitation 
of existing housing stock, and reclamation of former industrial sites, provides the City 
with the greatest opportunity to preserve and enhance the stock of affordable housing.   
 
In 1995, Massachusetts voters abolished rent control. The only three communities that 
had rent control ordinances were Boston, Cambridge and Brookline. The first two border 
Somerville and the third is only a few miles away. When rent control was abolished the 
cost of rental housing, held down artificially for years, resulted in huge escalations of 
rents and property values in those communities, particularly in Cambridge. This drove 
lower income residents from those communities to Somerville to compete with our 
existing low income population for the limited supply of affordable units. Further, as rent 
control was never tied to the incomes of residents in these communities, a significant 
number of residents of previously rent controlled units, who were not low income, took 
the opportunity to purchase properties in Somerville causing property values to rise. 
 
This escalation of property values and rents has caused a wave of gentrification, which 
has brought new tensions and demands on the market as well as positive impacts on the 
City. On the positive side, many properties that languished from years of neglect by 
absentee landlords and speculators were purchased by families and individuals who 
restored and inhabit them - many of whom became actively involved in their 
neighborhoods and community life. More troubling, however, is that the escalation of 
property values has made home ownership within the City very difficult for low- and 
moderate-income residents. In addition, rental costs have risen dramatically displacing 
some of our most vulnerable residents. Between 1982 and 1990, the average rent charged 
in Somerville rose by 152%. Since 1990, as the price of homes have increased 
dramatically so have rents. Families, particularly those of low and moderate incomes, 
have been disproportionably affected by the affordable housing shortage in Somerville 
and homelessness is up 30% from this time last year. On a frequent basis, the City 
receives calls from renters who report rent increases from anywhere between 27% to over 
100%.  
 
Housing is a fundamental human need and a major contributor to quality of life. The City 
has a moral obligation to make adequate provisions to ensure that all our residents are 
well housed. This does not mean that the City should directly subsidize the cost of 
housing for all households in need – which would be a colossal task far beyond the City’s 
ability to pay. However, the City does have an obligation to try to address the housing 
needs of as many low and moderate-income households as possible within the budgetary 
constraints under which it operates. The City has two basic methods of providing low-
income housing at its disposal: the direct expenditure of public resources to subsidize the 
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production of low-income housing and regulations and incentives that require or 
encourage the private sector to provide low-income housing.  
 
Currently, Somerville’s primary method of increasing the supply of affordable housing is 
direct public subsidy, using an array of federal, state, and local resources. This will also 
be the City’s primary method in the future. The City will continue to maximize the use of 
federal and state subsidy resources and allocate local resources to the production of low-
income housing. 
  
The City of Somerville has been very proactive in implementing a variety of regulatory 
tools available to produce and preserve housing affordable to low- and moderate-income 
households through inclusionary housing and linkage requirements that are outlined in 
the Somerville Zoning Ordinance. In addition, the City’s Condo Conversion ordinance 
offers protections to elder, handicap and low-income tenants far beyond what is dictated 
by state law.  
 
# Inclusionary Housing, Article 13 of the Somerville Zoning Ordinance  

The purpose of Inclusionary Housing is to promote public welfare by: 
a) encouraging housing opportunities for people of mixed income levels; 
b) increasing the supply of housing that is available and affordable to low- and 

moderate- income people, with an emphasis on the type of housing currently most 
needed in the City – housing for families with children and for low-income 
households; 

c) ensuring that such housing is affordable over the long term; and 
d) preventing the displacement of low-to-moderate income Somerville residents; and  
e) maintaining an economically integrated community; and 
f) mitigating the impacts of market-rate housing on the supply and cost of low- and 

moderate-income housing in that the creation of new market-rate housing: 
1. decreases the available supply of future developable land in the City of 

Somerville; 
2. creates upward pressure on the pricing of all housing in the City of 

Somerville; 
3. exclusive of creation of low- and moderate-income hosing impedes the goal of 

maintaining an economically integrated community. 
Article 13 dictates that any private developer wishing to develop eight or more 
market rate housing units (home ownership or rental) must make 12.5% of the units 
available to low/moderate income households as outlined in article 13 of the 
Somerville Zoning Ordinance. 

 
# Linkage Ordinance, Article 15 of the Somerville Zoning Ordinance 

Somerville’s Linkage Ordinance is based on the premise that new commercial uses of 
all types not only create employment for City residents and others, but also create 
increased demand for housing and services for these new employees. Therefore, all 
businesses requiring new construction that are creating new employment in the City 
will be subject to the same standards for payment of linkage fees for affordable 
housing creation. Businesses with a total of thirty thousand (30,000) gross square feet 
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or more, including phased projects each phase of which may include less than 30,000 
gross square feet, shall contribute a fee in the amount of two dollars and sixty cents 
($2.60) per gross square foot above 30,000 gross square feet.  The fee is referred to as 
the Project Mitigation Contribution (PMC). Linkage payments are contributed to the 
Somerville Affordable Housing Trust Fund as outlined in Article 15 of the Somerville 
Zoning Ordinance.   

 
# Condo Conversion Ordinance  

The Condo Conversion Ordinance provides protection for tenants facing 
displacement by condominium conversion. The Ordinance requires that the owner 
gives at least one (1) year’s notice to affected tenants and two years notice to rental 
units occupied by low- and moderate-income, elderly and handicap tenants.  

 
# Somerville Affordable Housing Trust Fund 

The Somerville Affordable Housing Trust Fund (SAHTF) was created in 1989 by a 
City ordinance, and its first programs began in 1991.  Its purpose is to preserve and 
create affordable rental and homeownership units in Somerville and carry out 
programs to directly assist homeowners and renters.  All of its activities must benefit 
low- and moderate-income households (with incomes at or below 110% of area 
median income).   

 
The Trust was initially capitalized by Tufts University with $400,000 in funds. In 
addition, all linkage fees from commercial development in Somerville go to the Trust, 
as do payments made in lieu of units pursuant to the City’s Inclusionary Zoning 
Ordinance.  It also receives revenues from the repayment of Trust-funded loans to 
affordable housing developers, first time homebuyers and renters receiving security 
deposit, arrearage or other loans. To date, it has received $1.5 million in resources. 

 
The ordinance requires that that at least 20% of Trust funds be used to assist very low 
income households,  (< 50% Area Median Income (AMI)), that at least 20% be used 
to assist low income (51-80% AMI) and that at least 10% be used to assist moderate 
income (81-110% AMI) households.  The balance can be used to assist any of these 
households. 

Housing Occupancy 
According to the 1990 Census, the block groups intersecting the Union Square NRSA 
contain a total of 3763 housing units.  In 1990 there was a 5.4% vacancy rate in the 
NRSA, while Somerville as a whole had a vacancy rate of just 4.6%.  Of the occupied 
units in the strategy area, approximately 75% are renter occupied as compared to 
Somerville as a whole, which had 69% of its total housing units renter occupied in 1990.  
Table 1 compares housing occupancy for the study area and the City as a whole. 
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Table 1. Housing Occupancy, 1990 

 Total 
Units 

Occupied 
Units 

Percent 
Occupied 

Vacant 
Units 

Percent 
Vacant 

Owner 
Occupied 
Units 

Percent 
Owner 
Occupied 

Renter 
Occupied 
Units 

Percent 
Renter 
Occupied 

NRSA 3763 3561 94.6 202 5.4 901 25.3 2660 74.7 
Somerville 31786 30319 95.4 1467 4.6 9398 31.0 20921 69.0 
  
The NRSA is made up of a variety of housing types, 90.5% of which are housing 
structures with 2 or more units.   
 
In 1990 the residents in the NRSA spent 31% of their household income on rent. Based 
on the affordability standard of 30% of adjusted gross income going towards housing, the 
Study area can be deemed an area that is rent burdened. The increases in rent since 1990 
may exacerbate the problem, which can result in households not being able to save 
enough money to eventually afford to own a home.  

Housing Services 
Housing services in Somerville are provided through a combination of City programs, the 
public housing authority, not for profit organizations and local resident groups. Those 
within the housing community have good working relationships that diminish the 
duplication of services and are complementary to each other’s contributions.  

The City of Somerville 
The City’s Office of Housing and Community Development (OHCD) offers a number of 
programs and services that benefit both homeowners and tenants. These programs 
include: housing rehabilitation, lead paint abatement, heating system replacement, first 
time homebuyer training classes, down payment assistance, renter revolving loan 
program, affordable housing rental incentives and the installation of window safety 
guards. 
 
Table 2. Schedule of Housing Related Funding Allocation 

1991 – 2001 HOME & CDBG CASES 

General Rehabilitation $    303,433 16 
Heating System Replacement $      28,498 6 
Home buyer – Guiles $    101,500 1 
Rental – Bow Street  
Linden Street 

$    350,000 
$ 1,660,000 

1          18 units 
1          42 units 

MHFA – Rehab $      25,323 2 
Lead $        7,200 2 
Total $ 2,475,954 30 
Projected   
General Rehabilitation $    200,000 10 
Heating System Replacement $      50,000 10 
Lead Grant $      60,000 10 
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MHFA – Lead $        6,500 1 
Total $    316,500 31 

Housing Study 
In the next year, OHCD’s housing division will begin to conduct a citywide housing 
study in collaboration with community partners, residents, and local universities. The 
goal of the study is to provide a comprehensive policy frame work for housing to produce 
positive outcomes for: housing prices, availability, choice and quality, residential 
neighborhood character; and, the availability of low-cost housing for low income 
households. While the study will address the housing needs of the City as a whole, it will 
make specific recommendations for the development of Union Square.  

The Home Ownership Center  
The Home Ownership Center, set to open in June 2002, will be a central, one stop 
location where residents can come to learn about the options, opportunities and available 
resources for homeownership in the City of Somerville. The overarching goal is to 
increase the number of homeowners in the City but it will also have a variety of other 
objectives. The Center will be located within the City Hall Annex at 50 Evergreen 
Avenue. Some of the components of the Center will include: 

 
• Resource and Referral Services 

This would involve a great number of community partners, agencies, authorities, 
community groups, etc. who would participate in a range of housing related 
activities. The Homeownership Center will act as a central clearing house for a 
wide range of resources and include everything from helping Section 8 holders 
use their certificates for down payment or mortgage assistance, to monthly 
workshops, information on city run and sponsored programs including: 

• Homeowner Rehabilitation 
• Homebuyer Training 
• Financial Literacy Training  
• Individual Development Accounts 
• Senior Homeowner Services  
• Historical Restoration/façade improvement 
• Expiring Use Projects  
• Condominium Conversion rules and Inclusionary Housing 

requirements.  
 
• Financial Literacy Training  

The City will partner with the National Community Reinvestment Coalition to 
increase current staff capacity on financial literacy.  NCRC’s Financial Literacy 
curriculum will be used to educate potential homeowners how to get their 
finances in order so they can become mortgage ready.  
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• Don't Borrow Trouble Campaign  
This is a public information campaign developed by the Massachusetts 
Community & Banking Council to caution homeowners on the risks of certain 
refinance and home equity loans. Subprime lenders account for 20.9% of all loans 
in Somerville.  

 
• Landlord Training and Certification Program 

This is a program that is offered by the Massachusetts Affordable Housing 
Alliance that the City would partner with to deliver high quality landlord training. 

 
In addition, The Home Ownership Center will offer the opportunity to work with a 
variety of community partners to leverage additional resources, serve as an effective tool 
for education & outreach to the community and act as a catalyst for working with local 
financial institutions to develop loan products and financial services to better serve the 
people of Somerville.  

The Somerville Community Corporation  
The Somerville Community Corporation is developing 42 units of new construction 
rental housing within the study area at 34 Linden Street, the site of a former commercial 
building that SCC bought in 1990. The existing structure was demolished in the fall of 
2001, and construction has begun on a 42-unit development that will be exclusively 
available to low-income residents. The site will also house a small office for the property 
management company that will oversee the care of the property. The housing 
development should be complete within 18 months.  
 
The scale and design of the development was undertaken with extensive neighborhood 
input and support. The immediate neighborhood is densely packed and contains both 
residential and commercial uses. No new construction or concentrated revitalization 
efforts have reached this neighborhood in recent years. The neighbors see this affordable 
housing development as a catalyst for bringing attention to the needs of this 
neighborhood.  
 
In close proximity to the property are three vacant lots, one parcel owned by the City; the 
other two the Community Action Agency of Somerville (CAAS) recently secured an 
option to buy with the intention of building a new Head Start facility. Again, the 
neighbors were consulted to see if this is something they would welcome in the 
neighborhood; they wholeheartedly embraced the idea as well as the activities and 
services this would bring to the area. There is a possibility of developing the City-owned 
parcel as a pocket park that will serve the needs of the neighborhood, the new housing 
development, and the proposed Head Start.  
 
The Somerville Community Corporation, who has deep roots in Union Square, recently 
relocated because they sold the former church that had been their home for nearly 30 
years to a private developer. The resources necessary to make the building habitable were 
beyond the financial ability of the organization and would have jeopardized their internal 
operations. SCC would like to return to Union Square once a suitable property can be 
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located to house their operations as well as to provide affordable office space for other 
area not for profit organizations.  Efforts are also underway with SCC to strengthen the 
Union Square Community through the creation of citizens groups, with particular focus 
on helping the immigrant population play a larger role in the community. 

33 Bow Street 
In 1996, SCC restored a severely dilapidated 1900 crescent shaped apartment building in 
the Bow Street Historic district into 18 units of affordable rental housing.  This serves as 
a good example of rehabilitation in the Central Business District. This project is ideally 
located for access to commercial uses and public transportation.    

Giles Park 
In 1997, SCC developed three home ownership units that were sold by lottery to first 
time homebuyers. The development, located at 8-12 Giles Park, reduced 8 small rental 
units into fee simple owner occupied permanently affordable family sized townhouses. 
Giles Park is north of Bow Street in Union Square. 

The Somerville Housing Authority 
The mission of the Somerville Housing Authority is the same as that of the Department 
of Housing and Urban Development: To promote adequate and affordable housing, 
economic opportunity and a suitable living environment free from discrimination.  The 
goal of the SHA is to assist low and moderate-income families, elderly, and disabled, and 
help them obtain affordable housing that is safe decent, and sanitary. The SHA works 
closely with community partners and the city to create and expand affordable housing 
opportunities for the diverse population of Somerville residents.  
 
The SHA operates 1405 units of subsidized housing and administers 1500 section eight 
housing certificates in the City of Somerville. The SHA operates Hagan Manor, a state 
funded elderly housing development that has 24 units located at 268 Washington Street 
and 109 units at Properzi Manor located at 13-25 Warren Avenue.   

Homeless Shelters 

Catholic Charities  
Catholic Charities’ mission is to build a just and compassionate society rooted in the 
dignity of all people and operates a thirty bed women’s shelter at 270 Washington Street. 
Although, they had reserved five beds for working women, they report most of the 
women are working but do not earn sufficient income to afford rental housing.  Catholic 
Charities staff reports that they are filled to capacity every night and see, on average, an 
additional five to fifteen women who are seeking shelter who need referrals to other 
shelters.   

Respond  
RESPOND’s mission is to help women and their children create options for a safer life, 
free from domestic violence, and to further the efforts of the larger community to end 
domestic violence. 
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RESPOND operates a confidential emergency shelter in Somerville housing 3-5 women 
and as many as children for up to 90 days.  In the past year, RESPOND’s shelter saw a 
41% increase in the number of women and children served.  This increase is due to 
RESPOND’s efforts to fill beds more quickly, and the new practice of single women 
sharing rooms, when appropriate.  Despite increasing the number of women it shelters, 
RESPOND receives an average of eighty requests for shelter each month that it cannot 
meet due to a lack of available space. 
  
The location of the shelter is highly confidential, due to the danger that many of the 
women are in.  RESPOND maintains strict rules in order to keep the address private.  

Safe Homes 
Until a new shelter becomes a reality, RESPOND is establishing a safe home program to 
provide short-term emergency housing for one to three families per night.  Safe home 
locations will include confidential locations near Union Square. Women and children will 
remain in the safe homes for an average of one to five nights.  The program will allow 
RESPOND to increase the number of women it shelters, and will provide short-term 
emergency housing for women when battered women’s shelters in Massachusetts are full.   

Cambridge and Somerville Program for Alcoholism and Drug Abuse Rehabilitation 
(CASPAR) 
CASPAR provides prevention, intervention, and treatment services to those affected by 
alcoholism and other drug abuse. CASPAR’s mission is to promote prevention; serve 
individuals and families who are underserved, including those who may be indigent, treat 
all who seek their help with acceptance, respect, and affirmation of their self-worth; keep 
people alive; and support them so they may improve the quality of their lives.   
 
CASPAR operate the Gateway Transition Support Services which is a newly opened 
twenty-five bed, transitional half way house located at 50 Walnut Street / 3 Summit 
Avenue that serves both men and women. 

Walnut Street Center 
Walnut Street Center (WSC) provides housing and supportive services to 
developmentally disabled individuals and provides housing for 84 individuals at 17 
locations in Cambridge, Somerville and Arlington. Within the Union Square Study Area 
WSC operates the Walnut Apartments, which houses six individuals. In addition, the 
have a number of scattered apartments for individuals who don’t need the intensive 
services offered at WSC group homes and staffed apartments.  

Private Housing Developments  

One Summer Street 
The historic church located at One Summer Street (SCC’s former home) is being 
developed by Minmaria Inc., a private development corporation, as seven condominiums 
that will be sold to households across the economic spectrum. To date, four of the seven 
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units have been sold; of those two are to low-income households, and one to a moderate-
income household.  

Union Place    
The Somerville Housing Group in Union Place is a 102-unit development at 411-429 
Norfolk Street at Webster Avenue that will be developed in phases on parcels assembled 
in what had been industrial sites that housed auto body repair shops. The land had 
varying levels of contamination that needed to be remediated before construction could 
begin. The developers went beyond what was required by the Inclusionary Housing 
Ordinance making eighteen of the units available for low-income residents. They also 
solicited extensive input from people who reside in the neighborhood and incorporated 
their suggestions into the design of the buildings and landscaping. They had 
overwhelming support from people in the neighborhood as they were proposing a change 
in use to an area that had been an eyesore for years.   

Lake Street 
Lake Street Trust is developing a 13-unit condominium development with underground 
parking at 24 Lake Street. Under the City’s Inclusionary Housing Policy, two of these 
units will be made available to low and moderate-income first time home buyers.  Lake 
Street is located south of Somerville Avenue on the west side of the Square.  
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Economic Assessment 

Overview 
Somerville is a predominantly residential community, which developed as the gateway 
for goods heading into Boston.  Union Square, being the largest and oldest commercial 
district in Somerville, serves as an important center for commercial activities.  
 
The City of Somerville has several small business assistance programs to support and 
stimulate local economic development activities. The programs help to stabilize the tax 
base and insure the economic vitality of the local business community. 

Business Assistance Programs 

Storefront Improvement Program 
In 1980, the City of Somerville established a Storefront Improvement Program (SIP) to 
assist in the revitalization of local business districts.  The program offers architectural 
services and a 505 rebate to participants (tenants or owners), not to exceed $40,000 per 
project, toward façade renovation costs.  In 2000-2001, the City invested more than 
$128,600 in commercial renovation under the SIP leveraging over $500,000 in private 
capital.  These storefront improvements have helped to set a design standard for retail 
districts throughout the City and helped to make these commercial districts more 
attractive to consumers and businesses alike. 

Somerville Economic Development Partnership 
In February 1989, the City of Somerville, in conjunction with the Somerville Local 
Development Corporation (SLDC) and local lending institutions, established the 
Somerville Economic Development Partnership (SEDP).  The SEDP is an economic 
development loan program designed to provide flexible financing using federal grant 
funds to local businesses for acquisition, renovation and expansion.  In 1993, the City 
broadened the SEDP to also include a direct loan program that provides from $5,000 to 
$50,000 to eligible Somerville businesses for activities that are consistent with economic 
development objectives of the City.  Since the program’s inception, eighteen projects 
have been financed for a total of $950,000.  Overall, this has resulted in approximately $9 
million in private investment being facilitated through the program. 

Tax Increment Financing 
In May of 1994, the Massachusetts Economic Assistance Coordinating Council (EACC) 
designated the City of Somerville as an Economic Target Area (ETA), which makes it 
possible to use the mechanism of Tax Increment Financing (TIF) on key economic 
development projects.  Since 1995, the City of Somerville has obtained approval from the 
EACC for five private sector projects to be eligible Economic Opportunity Areas (EOAs) 
under the state’s Economic Development Incentive Program (EDIP).  This approval 
enabled each project to utilize TIF and to qualify for a state Investment Tax Credit.  
Somerville’s TIF projects to date include major new construction and rehabilitation of 
office and other commercial buildings.  Through the TIF designation, $485,000 in state 
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Investment Tax Credit funds were enjoyed by participating businesses and developers, 
who in turn leveraged approximately $10 million toward the various development 
projects.  

Groundwork Somerville 
In February 1999, the National Park Services (NPS) selected the City of Somerville as a 
Groundwork/USA Pilot community, one of six in the United States.  Along with NPS 
staff support, the City received $100,000 in grant funding to support the reuse of 
brownfields and other derelict sites for conservation, recreation, economic development 
and community benefits, in order to improve the quality of life for its citizens.  The initial 
grant funding has been used for planning, organizing and promoting the 
Groundwork/USA initiative, however actual design and construction for specific projects 
undertakings by Groundwork Somerville will involve a partnership between community 
based organizations and the local business community.   

Brownfields Economic Development Program 
In October of 1996, the City of Somerville was selected by the U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency (EPA) to be a Brownfields Site Assessment Pilot Community.  
Utilizing a grant of $200,000 from EPA, the City is facilitating development of 
brownfield sites by providing environmental site testing services and remediation cost 
overrun coverage to interested redevelopers of brownfield sites.  Recent pilot project 
locations have included 220 Washington Street and 29, 30 & 33 Allen Street, both in 
Union Square.  In each instance, site testing and associated environmental engineering 
services are being provided through the program so that redevelopment considerations 
regarding cleanup costs can be understood at an early stage. 

Brownsfields Cleanup Revolving Loan Fund 
In September of 1999, the City of Somerville was approved by the U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency (EPA) as a Brownsfield Cleanup Revolving Loan Fund (BCRLF) 
pilot community.  Through a $460,000 grant, Somerville has launched a loan program 
that is available to eligible redevelopers of brownsfields properties within Somerville.  
Through the use of the BCRLF, Somerville intends to accelerate the transformation of 
brownsfields from blighting influences on the neighborhood into assets for the 
community.  The economic reuse of these sites will have a positive affect on the local 
economy by contributing to the commercial tax base and creating new jobs. 

Competing Commercial Areas 
A specific market niche must be established for Union Square to improve its identity and 
to successfully compete with surrounding commercial areas. Some of the surrounding 
areas include traditional commercial centers such as Inman Square, Central Square, Davis 
Square, Porter Square, and Harvard Square. There are also larger scale retail centers 
within relatively close proximity to Union Square such as Cambridgeside Galleria, Twin 
Cities Plaza, Assembly Square and the Meadow Glen Mall (See Figure 6). 
 
Inman Square in Cambridge has been identified in previous planning studies as an 
example of a possible future direction for Union Square. Inman Square’s predominant 
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streetscape pattern combines retail and housing in its multi-story buildings. The City of 
Cambridge is currently involved in a façade and streetscape improvement program for 
this neighborhood that will further enhance the area. Inman Square’s mix of restaurants 
compete with those of Union Square, but Inman Square’s hospitable image, its sense of 
boundaries, and its feel of compactness make it a worthy Study Area. 
 
Central Square is similar to Union Square due to the somewhat linear nature of the 
commercial district. The eastern edge of Central Square contains restaurants and 
office/retail space oriented to MIT and Kendall Square as well as a stop on the MBTA 
Red Line. The heart of the square contains restaurants, furniture stores and institutional 
buildings (such as City Hall, a Post Office and the YMCA). The area is also becoming 
increasingly known for the number of Indian restaurants and retail stores. The mix of 
uses in Central Square attracts primarily neighborhood and community markets but also 
draws some of the same regional market that Union Square attracts.   
 
Davis Square in the western part of Somerville, began as a neighborhood-oriented 
commercial district but has become a regional destination within the past 15 years. Voted 
in 1997 as one of the 15 ‘hippest’ neighborhoods in the country by Utne Reader, Davis 
Square is a nighttime entertainment and restaurant destination for Somerville residents, 
Tuft students and greater Boston residents as a whole. The MBTA Red Line subway 
service combined with significant new office development has provided opportunities for 
Davis Square retailers to expand their traditional markets. Union Square’s competition 
with Davis Square will most likely center on office tenancies more than retail or other 
uses. 
 
Like Davis Square, Porter Square has also experienced change as a result of Red Line T 
service. The area has been a traditional source of convenience goods for a neighborhood 
and community market and includes a grocery store and 24-hour drug store. The area also 
contains small-scale retail establishments and restaurants. Gentrification of this area has 
occurred with the conversion of the Sears Building to Lesley College and retail activities; 
the renovation of the old Salvi Ford building to attractive office and retail space; and the 
creation of Porter Square Galleria. 
 
Harvard Square caters to the University population and tourists attracted to the area. It is 
increasingly oriented to high-end retail, office uses, restaurants, and hotels. The area does 
not directly compete with the retail establishments in Union Square. 
 
Additional commercial centers in Somerville such as Powderhouse Square, Teele Square, 
Magoun Square, Ball Square, East Somerville, and Winter Hill are small, locally serving 
sources of convenience goods to residential neighborhoods in Somerville. It does not 
appear that these squares directly compete with Union Square for retail and restaurant 
establishments. 
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Figure 6 - 
Competing Commercial 
Areas by Zoning

Union Square Neighborhood Revitalization Strategy
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Business Survey 
A survey was distributed to 133 Union Square businesses. OHCD tabulated the responses 
of the survey. Due to some survey questions requesting financial information, the survey 
did not ask for the name and address of the business because some business owners may 
be averse to identifying themselves. Thirty-three businesses responded to the survey, a 
28% response rate. The survey questions and responses are included in this document as 
an Appendix. 

Business Inventory 
Generally, shoppers are attracted to a commercial center due, in part, to the area’s mix of 
stores. Shoppers are more strongly drawn to an area that has both a pleasant atmosphere 
and the specific goods in which they have an interest. Consequently, one measure of the 
attractiveness of a particular commercial center is to examine the range of goods that are 
available in the area. This is known as the “retail mix.” 
 
An inventory of businesses in Union Square was prepared during the Summer of 2001 
through a combination of Assessors records, mailing lists, and field observations. The 
inventory is provided in the Appendix and includes the name and address of each 
business and the business type.  As of Summer 2001, there were 208 establishments in 
Union Square occupying approximately 988,460 square feet of building space. Union 
Square contains a large number of small ethnic restaurants and food stores including 
Chinese, Japanese, Indian, Mexican, and Portuguese. There are also business services and 
office space such as law offices, insurance, travel, and health services. Retail 
establishments include furniture, apparel, and jewelry. There are also two banks and a 
stand alone Automated Teller Machine (ATM). The current types of businesses and 
services provided in the Square are summarized below: 
 

Table 3: Summary of Union Square Businesses, August 2001 

TYPE # of Est. Sq Ft 
% of  

Total sf 
FOOD 19 132,063 13.36 
Convenience Store 6 18,368 1.86 
Specialty/Wholesale/Bakery 12 67,417 6.82 
Supermarket 1 46,278 4.68 
FOOD SERVICE 28 72,856 7.37 
Restaurant (w/o liquor) 10 17,825 1.80 
Restaurant (w/ liquor) 14 48,633 4.92 
Pizza 4 6,398 0.65 
RETAIL 13 49,577 5.05 
General Merchandise 2 11,864 1.20 
Unisex Clothing and Accessories 1 3,903 0.39 
Women's  0     
Men's 0     
Shoes 1 1,436 0.15 
Furniture 5 19,164 1.94 
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Cards and gifts 0     
Books 0     
Flowers/plant store 2 10,221 1.03 
Hobby/Special Interest 1 800 0.08 
Jewelry 1 2,189 0.22 
Drugs, Health & Beauty 0    
HOME SERVICES/IMPROVEMENT 13 111,368 11.27 
PERSONAL SERVICES 39 88,000 8.90 
Hair/Nail Salons 17 31,537 3.19 
Cleaners/Laundry 4 12,584 1.27 
Travel Agent 5 12,022 1.22 
Tailor/shoe repair 3 3,341 0.34 
Video tape rentals 1 1,062 0.11 
Instruction (Karate, dance) 4 10,132 1.03 
Moving, Storage 2 10,747 1.09 
Printing, Publishing 3 6,575 0.67 
PROFESSIONAL SERVICES 63 290,724 29.64 
Medical and Dental 10 24,814 2.51 
Accounting and legal 5 15,860 1.60 
Bank 3 17,341 1.75 
Design/Artist 13 31,141 3.15 
Insurance 5 7,697 0.78 
Other Professional Services 18 58,154 5.88 
Social Service Provider 9 135,717 13.73 
AUTO RELATED 20 115,293 11.76 
Vehicle Sales 4 15,223 1.54 
Gas, motor oil 1 2,288 0.23 
Vehicle Maintenance, Repair 15 97,782 9.89 
INDUSTRY/MANUFACTURING 9 103,963 10.52 
OTHER 4 24,616 2.51 
Fraternal org./Private clubs 4 24,616 2.49 
TOTAL 208 988,460 100 

 
Although many residents and business leaders have indicated that Union Square could 
benefit from an increase in office use, the business mix in Union Square is heavily 
weighted toward professional services with almost 30% of the total commercial square 
footage in Union Square devoted to this category. However, each office is relatively 
small with the average space being 4,600 square feet. In addition, almost 40% of the 
office space is utilized for social service providers. Therefore, many of the service related 
uses are not large employers or taxpayers that could generate an additional customer base 
and make a significant contribution to the non-residential tax base of the City of 
Somerville. 
 
Food stores comprise the second largest category with 13% of the total square footage. 
This category combined with food services (i.e. restaurants), results in over 20% of the 
existing square footage in Union Square. There are 26 active restaurants in Union Square, 
2 that are closed, and the possibility of a new ice cream/café to open in the Spring 2002. 
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The 26 restaurants and 19 food establishments create enough of a mix to constitute a 
restaurant and specialty food market that draw people to Union Square. Generally, the 
restaurants are small to moderate in size, with the average being 2,600 square feet. 
 
Automotive uses currently constitute the third largest use category in Union Square, 
representing almost 12% of the total square footage in the Square. While these uses 
provide a necessary service within the City of Somerville, they create a less than 
desirable niche for a pedestrian-oriented commercial center.  
 
Traditional retail is the weakest category in Union Square, other than Fraternal 
Organizations and Private Clubs. Traditional retail constitutes only 5% of the total square 
footage in Union Square. This is substantially less than what is typical for a healthy 
commercial center, as discussed below. 

Comparison to Typical Commercial Centers 
Commercial centers are often classified into categories established by the Urban Land 
Institute (ULI) of neighborhood centers, community centers, regional centers, and super 
regional centers. These categories are generally defined by the gross leasable area, 
population, radius, and typical anchors within the commercial center. With a population 
of about 5,000, a radius of about 1 mile, and the Market Basket grocery store serving as 
an anchor, Union Square is classified as a neighborhood center according to ULI criteria 
for commercial centers. 

Table 4: Types of Commercial Centers 

Type of 
Commercial 
Center 

Gross 
Leaseable 
Area (Square 
Feet) 

Population Radius Typical 
Anchors 

Neighborhood 30,000 – 
100,000 

2,500 – 40,000 1.5 miles Grocery Store 

Community 100,000 – 
300,000 

40,000 – 
50,000 

3-5 miles  Junior 
Department 
Store, Discount 
Store 

Regional 300,000 – 
900,000 

150,000+ 8 miles Full Line 
Department 
Store 

Super Regional 500,000-
1,500,000 

300,000+ 12 miles Several 
Department 
Stores 

 
This categorization of the commercial center types is useful for comparisons regarding 
business mix, average size and number of establishments. It is not intended to be used as 
a model for Union Square, but rather to highlight existing strengths and identify potential 
areas for improvement in developing economic development objectives.  
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The composition of a typical neighborhood commercial center in the United States and a 
comparison to Union Square is provided below. While Union Square has a food and food 
service focus, the total gross leasable area is substantially less than what is typical for a 
neighborhood center. Conversely, Union Square contains a substantially greater 
percentage of automobile uses, industry, office (although the majority are social service 
agencies) and construction/contractor service uses than are typical for a neighborhood 
center. 
 

Table 5: Comparison of Gross Leasable Area - Union Square vs. Typical Neighborhood Center 

 % of Total Gross Leasable Area 

TYPE Union Square 

 Typical U.S. 
Neighborhood 

Center 
Food 13.36 32.5 
Food Service 7.37 14.2 
General Merchandise 1.20 1.9 
Clothing and Accessories 0.39 5 
Women's wear  0 3.3 
Children’s wear 0 0.1 
Men's wear  0 0.4 
Family wear 0 0.7 
Shoes 0.15 1.4 
Home furnishings 1.94 0.2 
Home appliances/music 0 3.5 
Building materials/hardware 0 3.1 
Cards and gifts  0 2.9 
Hobby/Special Interest 0.08 0.7 
Jewelry 0.22 0.3 
Drugs, Health & Beauty  0 6.1 
Other retail 1.03 2.8 
Home services/improvement/contractor 11.27  
Personal Services 8.90 11.7 
Recreation/community 2.49 0.4 
Financial 1.75 3.2 
Offices 27.89 6 
Auto related 11.76 2.2 
Industry/Manufacturing 10.52  
Other 2.51  
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The typical commercial mixes for neighborhood and community centers are provided 
below and compared to the commercial mix for Union Square. 
Table 6: Commercial Mix 

 Union 
Square 

Typical 
Neighborhood 
Center 

Typical 
Community 
Center 

Convenience Goods. Goods that are needed 
frequently and therefore purchased where it 
is most convenient, goods that people buy 
often and don’t travel far to acquire (e.g., 
food, drugs, health, and beauty aids). People 
purchase near home, work or temporary 
residence when traveling. 

13.36% 50% 25% 

Shoppers Goods. Goods which consumers 
spend the most effort to acquire and have the 
greatest desire for comparison shopping. 

12.42% 30% 55% 

Personal Services. Services required on a 
frequent basis and acquired where it is most 
convenient (e.g., dry cleaners, 
beauty/barber/nail salon, etc.) People 
purchase near home, work, or temporary 
residence when traveling. 

8.9% 5-7% 3-5% 

Professional Services. Services such as 
financial, insurance, legal, medical, dental, 
etc. 

29.64% 7-9% 5-7% 

Vacant  2% 2% 
 
Union Square contains substantially fewer convenience and shopper goods as a 
percentage of the total gross leasable area than is typical for a commercial center. 
Although these types of uses are desirable in Union Square, uses that typically have a less 
prominent role in a commercial center are dominant in Union Square. These uses include 
automobile related (11.76%), home services/improvement (11.27%), and 
industry/manufacturing (10.52%). These sectors comprise 33.55% of the GLA in Union 
Square. 
 
In addition to variations in the mix of uses within Union Square, there are also 
differences in the median gross leasable area for specific use categories. The median 
GLA in Union Square for supermarkets, cleaners/laundry, medical and dental offices, 
banks, and insurance offices are substantially greater than that of a typical neighborhood 
center. Restaurants without liquor and video tape rental stores in Union Square are 
typically smaller than what is average. However, restaurants with liquor and pizza 
establishments are comparable in Union Square and typical neighborhood centers. 
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Table 7: Comparison of Median Gross Leasable Area  and Number of Establishments - Union 
Square vs. Typical Neighborhood Center 

 Union Square 
Typical 

Neighborhood Center 

TYPE # of Est. 

Median 
GLA Sq 

Ft # of Est. 

Median 
GLA Sq 

Ft 
Supermarket 1 46278 .5 31,500 
Cleaners/Laundry 4 3146 0.4 1500 
Medical and Dental 10 2481 .3 1600 
Bank 3 5780 .2 3000 
Insurance 5 1539 .2 1000 
Restaurant (w/ liquor) 14 3474 0.4 3400 
Pizza 4 1600 0.3 1500 
Restaurant (w/o liquor) 10 1783 0.2 3075 
Video tape rentals 1 1062 .2 3700 
Women's  0 0 .2 2750 
Cards and gifts 0 0 0.2 2500 
Drugs, Health & Beauty 0 0 .3 9100 
Hair/Nail Salons 17 1855 0.3 1350 

Information of median GLA was only available for use categories typical for a neighborhood commercial center. 

Union Square Anchors 
Any use that generates a high number of visits for an area is considered to be an anchor. 
Historically, commercial center anchors tended to be retail uses, particularly department 
stores. Traditional commercial center uses have changed and anchors now take different 
forms. Government offices, cultural institutions, a popular restaurant, or any other traffic 
generator can be considered an anchor. 
 
Based on the Business Inventory, the Market Basket grocery store that exists on the outer 
edge of the CBD is perhaps the largest anchor store in Union Square. Additional anchors 
include the number of restaurants (as a general category) and international food specialty 
stores. Additional draws include the number of design service related office uses and 
social service agencies.  
 
As mentioned on page 22, there are many cultural & civic institutions in Union Square.  
These facilities also generate a customer base for Union Square.  The largest employers 
in the Square are the U.S. Post Office and the City of Somerville, through the Public 
Safety Building. 

Vacancies and underutilization of storefront space  
As of August 2001, three of the thirty-two retail spaces in Union Square were vacant.  
 
Although not being actively marketed in most instances, the upper floors of existing 
buildings in Union Square are underutilized and have the potential to be used for office, 
business service or possibly residential uses. This increased use of upper stories will help 
contribute to a more vibrant, active commercial district. 
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What’s Missing 
Union Square lacks some of the essential retail and service establishments that create 
linkages among businesses and promote pedestrian activity. For example, the numerous 
restaurants in Union Square are destinations and in some cases, anchors in the Square. 
However, additional activities that are often associated with a dining experience are not 
available – there are no cafés or dessert places; culture and entertainment uses such as a 
theater, galleries or artist studios; and few retail stores open in the evening hours. These 
types of uses support the existing anchors and contribute to more pedestrian activity on 
the street, contributing to a more vibrant Square. The Union Square Central Business 
District lacks traditional retail shops. There is only one clothing shop, and no gift stores, 
toy stores, hobby shops, bookstores, health stores or pharmacies.  
 
Based on a list of traditional downtown retailers provided by the National Main Street 
Center of the National Trust for Historic Preservation, there are numerous retail 
categories that are absent in Union Square. However, there are many service uses that 
currently exist in Union Square. Although each community’s market opportunities are 
unique and should be based on the realities of the local market, these lists provide a 
starting point in determining the types of uses that may benefit Union Square. 
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Table 8: Retail Uses 

Retail uses currently in Union Square Retail uses absent from Union Square 
Antiques Appliances 
Auto dealers Art Supply 
Auto supply Bakery 
Bars and pubs Balloons 
Beauty supply Bike shop 
Book publishing Book store 
Carpet/floors Camera/photo 
Computers/software Candies and nuts 
Florists (not in traditional sense) Cards 
Framing Clothing (all categories) 
Gas station Coin shop 
Garden supplies Cookies 
Grocery Crafts 
Jewelry Department store 
Liquor store Drapery/blinds 
Optical Drug store 
Restaurants Electronics 
Shoe stores Espresso bar 
Tobacco Fabrics/sewing 
Upholstery Formal wear 
Used Merchandise Galleries 
Variety store Gifts 
 Glass 
 Hardware 
 Health foods 
 Hearing aides 
 Hobbies/games 
 Kitchen equipment 
 Lamps/lighting 
 Luggage/leather 
 Linens 
 Lingerie 
 Medical supply 
 Musical instruments 
 Newsstand 
 Office furnishings 
 Office supply 
 Paint 
 Pet store 
 Records, tapes, CD’s 
 Sporting goods 
 Stationery 
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 Toys 
 Trophies 
 Wallpaper 
 

Table 9: Service Uses 

Service uses currently in Union Square Services not available in Union Square 
Architects/Planners Advertising 
Auto repair Airline offices 
Banks Answering service 
Beauty salons/Barber shops Appraisers 
Child Day Care Beauty School 
Computer services Brokers, investment 
Dance studio (karate) Car rental 
Dentist Chiropractor 
Doctors Office Clock repair 
Dry-Cleaning Credit unions 
Educational Coin arcade 
Electrical repair Collection services 
Funeral Costume shops 
Health clinics Couriers 
Insurance agent Delivery service 
Law offices Employment agency 
Locksmiths Graphic design 
Photocopy Health club 
Photography studio Hotels and motels 
Photo finishing lab Income tax 
Post Office Interior design 
Real estate Janitorial service 
Shoe repair Limousine service 
Sign shop Market research 
Social services Mailing service 
Tailoring Messenger service 
Travel agents Movie theatre 
Video rental (non-English) Package/shipping 
 Secretarial service 
 Security/detective 
 Tanning salon 
 Tattoo 
 Temporary Agency 
 Ticket outlets 
 Title company 
 Uniform supply 
 Utility customer service 
 



 

Union Square, Somerville, MA Page 54 
Neighborhood Revitalization Strategy Area Plan            April 02 

The Union Square Market 
As noted above, Union Square lacks a strong traditional retail component as compared to 
the typical neighborhood commercial center. This preliminary market analysis is 
designed to define the opportunities available to existing and prospective businesses in 
Union Square in order to determine if strengthening retail activities is feasible as part of 
the revitalization effort. This section includes an analysis of the retail sales potential for 
Union Square according to data provided by CACI Marketing Systems.  

Trade Area, Sales Potential and Market Segments 
For the purposes of this analysis, concentric rings of 0.5 miles and 3 miles were drawn 
from a center point at the intersection of Webster Avenue/Washington Street/Somerville 
Avenue in Union Square (roughly the location of the Vietnam Veterans Memorial). Data 
regarding sales potential for the areas contained within the two radii was compiled by 
CACI Marketing Systems. The data provides retail sales analysis based on national 
surveys of household buying patterns. The ½ mile radius includes an area slightly larger 
than the Study Area for Union Square, but represents a reasonable walking distance for 
local residents to access goods and services in Union Square. For purposes of this 
analysis, the area within the ½ mile radius is referred to as the “primary market area.” 
The 3 mile radius represents somewhat of a regional perspective, or a “secondary market 
area” by including all of Somerville, and parts of Cambridge, Chelsea, Medford, 
Charlestown, downtown Boston and the Back Bay. 

The Residential Market 
The shopping and spending characteristics of the residential population vary based on 
demographic characteristics such as income, age, and education. The residents for the 
market areas defined for this study differ in several socio-economic variables, as 
indicated in the following tables. 

Table 10: Market Area Demographics2 

 Primary Market Secondary Market 
 1990 2000 1990 2000 
Population 15,524 14,839 393,732 384,092 
Households 6,272 6,241 168,898 168,631 
Families 3,321 3,236 72,151 69,242 
Median Age 31.4 35.0 30.3 33.8 
Median Household Income $28,538 $38,573 $31,776 $43,410 
 
The data provided by CACI Marketing Systems, used in this analysis, uses a 
categorization called ACORN (an acronym for “A Classification of Residential 
Neighborhoods) to define categories of household types based on similar clusters of 
social and economic characteristics. Based on consumer surveys at the national level, the 
ACORN system defines dominant household types at the Census Block level. The 

                                                 
2 Note that data for each market area are cumulative unless otherwise specified. For example, demographic data for the 
Secondary Market area (3 mile radius) include persons and households in the Primary Market (1/2 mile). Therefore, the 
total population in 1990 of 393,732 for the Secondary Market includes the 15,524 people in the Primary Market. Data 
for 1990 and 2000 are estimates provided by CACI and may not reflect U.S. Census Data. 
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following table lists the dominant consumer types in each of the market areas defined for 
this study. 

Table 11: Market Area Dominant Consumer Types 

Market Areas and Dominant ACORN Consumer Types Percent of Households 
Primary Market Area  
East Coast Immigrants 52.2% 
Twentysomethings 19.2% 
Active Senior Singles 18.0% 
High Rise Seniors 5.5% 
Thriving Immigrants 3.2% 
  
Secondary Market Area  
High Rise Renters 43.0% 
East Coast Immigrants 15.5% 
Active Senior Singles 10.8% 
Urban Professional Couples 9.5% 
College Campuses 7.3% 
  

 
Within the primary market area, the dominant groups are East Coast Immigrants and 
Twentysomethings, which together comprise almost ¾ of the households. Some of the 
characteristics of the East Coast Immigrants classification is consistent with Union 
Square – “their demographic profile is a rich mix of ethnic and racial groups and 
household types.” In addition, “almost 40% are foreign-born and most speak a language 
other than English at home.”  
 
The East Coast Immigrants group is also high within the secondary market but is far less 
prominent at 15% of the total population, compared to 52% in the primary market area.  
The large number of High Rise Renters in the secondary market area is most likely the 
result of the inclusion of downtown Boston and the Back Bay within the defined market 
area. This demographic group tends to be well educated and gainfully employed. Their 
leisure time is singles-oriented with dancing, going to bars/nightclubs, the theater, and 
museums. 
 
Descriptions of each dominant group are provided in the Appendix. 
 

Consumer Purchase Potential and Spending 
These demographic differences indicated in the previous tables drive different consumer 
spending patterns within the respective trade areas. The following tables highlight key 
areas for attention in determining potential business growth in specific sectors. The tables 
present two indices produced by CACI Marketing Systems:  

• The Purchase Potential Index (PPI) is a measure of the demand for a particular 
product or service, based on the number of households in the market area that 
purchase the product or service, relative to national averages. 
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• The Spending Potential Index (SPI) measures the average amount spent by 
households in the market area for that product or service, relative to national 
averages. 

 
In each case, a value greater than 100 means that the index for the subject area is stronger 
than the national average, while a value less than 100 indicates a weaker index than the 
national average. 
 
The PPI and SPI are separate and distinct measures of market strength for a particular 
service or product. High values for both indices indicate a strong market and, therefore, a 
business category that the area could support; whereas low values for both indices 
suggest that the market may not be strong enough to support an average number of 
businesses selling the product or service.  
 
However, a low value for one of these indices may be offset by a high value for another. 
For example, the market area could support a business with comparatively few patrons 
(low PPI) if those patrons typically spend a lot on the product or service (a high SPI). 
Conversely, there may be sufficient demand for a product or service on which local 
households individually spend little (low SPI), if the proportion of households willing to 
purchase it is comparatively high (high PPI). Therefore, the last column in each table 
presents a combined index based on the interaction of the PPI and SPI indices. The higher 
this combined index, the greater the estimated overall demand for the particular product 
or service. 
 
In interpreting these indices, it is also important to keep in mind that different types of 
goods and services have different typical market areas. For example, a business that sells 
high-value items that are purchased infrequently by an individual household (such as a 
furniture store or a car dealership), would typically draw from a larger market area than a 
business that sells low-cost items that are purchased frequently by all households (such as 
a grocery store or drug store). In addition, some products or services are by their nature 
not purchased by households in the geographic area in which they reside (such as hotels 
or car rentals). 
 
In general, the population that lives within a ½ mile radius of Union Square is either 
consistent with or below national norms in terms of both demand for products and 
services, and household spending on products and services that they purchase. However, 
residents in the primary market area are above national demand and spending averages in 
several categories. The table below shows the business categories with the highest 
combined market potential indices, along with their PPI and SPI measures, based on the 
demographics in the primary market area. 
 
This list is dominated by products and services that are purchased for travel related 
industries such as air fare, rental cars, and luggage. As noted above, some of these 
products and services may be purchased by households that reside outside of the market 
area (i.e. tourism related). However, some travel related products might be attributed to 
the large international population in Union Square who visit their nation of origin. This is 
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consistent with the high number of travel agencies that currently exist in Union Square. 
Luxury items such as cameras and equipment, and tapes and CD’s also exceed national 
averages, though not as significantly as travel related purchases. Basic items such as 
women’s apparel and footwear slightly exceed national averages.  

Table 12: Top products and services in Primary Market Area 

  0.5 Mile Radius 
  PPI SPI Combined 
Air fare  119 108 114 
Rental cars 116 108 112 
Luggage 120 102 111 
Alcoholic beverages 105 103 104 
Cameras & equipment  100 108 104 
Women’s Apparel  101 106 104 
Travel  99 106 103 
Footwear  104 100 102 
Tapes & CD's  104 100 102 

 
The primary market area is below national norms in terms of home improvement related 
items. This is somewhat surprising given the number of uses in Union Square such as 
plumbing, locksmiths, and home repair. Items such as homeowners/renters insurance and 
home loans have a very low purchase potential (PPI) compared to the national averages 
while the spending potential (SPI) exceeds national averages. This, in part, supports the 5 
insurance agencies in Union Square. This indicates that while the demand for the product 
is low, those who purchase the product spend substantially more than the national 
averages. This is not surprising given the high cost of housing in the region.  
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Table 13: Low PPI/SPI  products and services in Primary Market Area 

 0.5 Mile Radius 
 PPI SPI Combined 

Remodeling 62 83 73 
Lawn & garden 63 88 76 
Sporting events 90 70 80 
Home loans 57 104 81 
Membership fees 88 75 82 
Automobile loans 67 96 82 
Home improvement 78 86 82 
Pets & supplies 66 99 83 
Video rental 92 76 84 
Film processing 96 75 86 
Electronics 80 91 86 
Insurance - Life 81 90 86 
Insurance - Homeowners/renters 63 110 87 
Home Improvement - Paint 80 94 87 
Sports participation 97 78 88 
Financial Services -Investments 77 98 88 
Sporting goods 79 96 88 
Automotive aftermarket 80 96 88 
Child care 81 97 89 

 
The markets for most types of products and services are much stronger for the secondary 
market area than for the primary market area. The household demand exceeds national 
averages for travel related purchases, as is true for the primary area, but the figures are 
more dramatic. The secondary market area also exceeds national averages in the purchase 
and spending potential for theater and concerts, alcoholic beverages and restaurants. 
Strong market potential in these areas is not surprising given Boston’s tourism market, 
the proximity to Logan airport, and Boston’s reputation as a dining and entertainment 
destination. The 3-mile radius area also exceeds national averages in luxury items such as 
computer hardware and software, cameras and equipment, and watches and jewelry. 
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Table 14: Top products and services in Secondary Market Area 

 3 Mile Radius 
 PPI SPI Combined 
Rental cars 156 105 131 

Air fare 140 110 125 

Luggage 129 107 118 

Theater & concerts 145 79 112 

Financial Services - Investments 113 110 112 

Watches & jewelry 98 113 106 

PC Hardware/software 118 97 108 

Alcoholic beverages 110 108 109 

Cameras & equipment 101 111 106 

Restaurants 113 105 109 
 
The population within the 3-mile radius is below national norms in terms of home 
improvement projects including remodeling, lawn and garden, and paint supplies. In 
contrast to the relatively high purchase and spending indices for computer 
hardware/software and cameras and equipment, the indices are below national averages 
for electronics and video equipment. Child care and children’s apparel spending within 
the 3-mile radius are also below national averages. However, other than the home 
improvement categories, the purchase potential (PPI) is significantly lower than national 
averages while the spending potential (SPI) is equal to or exceeds national averages. This 
indicates that while the demand for the product is low, those who purchase the product 
typically spend a lot.  

Table 15: Low PPI/SPI  products and services in Secondary Market Area 

  3 Mile Radius 
  PPI SPI Combined 
Home improvement  79 91 85 

Remodeling 65 89 77 

Lawn & garden 69 93 81 

Paint 74 100 87 

Electronics  67 99 83 

Video equipment  67 102 85 

Child care  65 106 86 

Pets & supplies  69 104 87 

Children’s Apparel  74 103 89 

Automobile Loans  78 99 89 
 
Most market analyses will typically indicate different business potentials based on the 
size of the trade area. However, there are many similarities present in both the primary 
and secondary trade areas for Union Square. These similarities indicate that the larger 
market area can provide a base of support for some types of businesses. This will require 
improved marketing of existing businesses in Union Square to make consumers aware 
that desirable products and services are available in this area as well as improving the 
availability of complimentary businesses for spin-off development. 
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One area that is already a strength for Union Square is the number and diversity of 
restaurants. The PPI and SPI are about average within the primary market area (100 and 
96) but are above average for the secondary market area with a PPI of 113 and an SPI of 
105. Complementary uses to the restaurant focus identified by the Union Square Business 
Interest Group include book stores and entertainment uses. Books and periodicals have 
average PPI and SPI in both market areas. Entertainment uses have high PPIs in both 
market areas, but lower SPIs. This indicates that there may be a potential market for low 
cost entertainment such as second run movies, local performing arts, and art galleries. 
 
Establishments selling tapes and CD’s, and cameras and equipment may also represent 
potential retail opportunities within Union Square. 
 

Market Segments 
The trade areas for Union Square businesses are different based on the type of trade. For 
example, many of the restaurants draw customers from throughout the Boston area while 
convenience stores may only draw from an area no larger than a 1/2-mile radius. This 
illustrates the need to think beyond typical geographic trade area definitions. Union 
Square must actively expand its share of consumer expenditures in the markets it already 
serves while pursuing the potential market of people who use the Square but spend little 
money. Union Square can look to the following basic market segments for a retail 
strategy: 
 

• Union Square Neighborhood Market. Neighborhood residents living within 
walking distance of Union Square constitute an obvious market segment. This 
“convenience” retail segment is one of the easier markets to maintain and should 
be encouraged. A well-planned increase in market rate or elderly housing in 
Union Square would strengthen this market and provide more activity in Union 
Square. Improved housing opportunities could stimulate more night-time activity 
and a wider business mix. Promotion of the City’s homeownership and 
rehabilitation programs can improve the housing stock in the area and reduce the 
proportion of transient renters. 

 
• Union Square Work Force Market. The impact of this market on the local 

economy is directly related to the number of jobs created in Union Square. 
Currently the Square’s largest employer is the City of Somerville through the 
Public Safety Building. Additional office development would contribute to the 
daytime work force and customer base. The comparably high rental rate for office 
space within the Boston market area provides an opportunity for Union Square to 
supplement the demand by providing a lower cost alternative. The more jobs 
(commercial. industrial, institutional) that are located within Union Square, the 
larger the impact of this market on the local economy. As this market expands, the 
starting time, lunch schedule, and closing time of major employers will become 
more important in Union Square’s economy. “Close to work” is usually the 
primary reason why customers buy convenience goods outside of their own 
neighborhood. 
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• Commuter Market. A tremendous amount of traffic passes through Union Square 

on a daily basis, but the commuter market is underdeveloped. Those who pass 
through Union Square must be persuaded that it is worth their while to stop. In 
addition, the potential for improved transit connections in Union Square will 
strengthen this market. 

 
• Regional Destination. The number of restaurants and concentration of ethnic 

businesses provide regional destinations for specialty items and services. The 
concentration of ethnic businesses attracts regional patrons seeking the specialty 
goods and services that they offer. This constitutes a comparative advantage not 
available in many other commercial areas. This also indicates that if given a 
reason, area residents will come to Union Square. Other destinations that are 
unique to Union Square and attract visitors include the Post Office, Public Safety 
Building, SCAT and public service agencies. 

 
• Cultural & Institutional Market. There may be opportunities to capitalize on 

visitors to areas such as Prospect Hill in Union Square or nearby Charlestown. 
These people have already made the decision to use Union Square and nearby 
regional attractions, and may constitute an untapped potential market for Union 
Square. If encouraged, these visitors may purchase food, services, or retail goods. 
This market is not as mature as the neighborhood residential market and requires 
active marketing to be more fully realized.  Union Square is also centrally located 
between three of Boston’s most prestigious universities, Harvard, MIT and Tufts.  
Harvard and MIT are just one mile away, with Tufts approximately two miles 
away. 

 

Opportunities & Constraints 
Management and Organization 
There is a growing organizational capacity in Union Square, as evidenced by the recent 
projects undertaken by the Union Square Business Interest Group, the grass-roots effort 
that led to the first Spice of Life Festival and the increase in affordable housing 
opportunities. However, there are additional management and communication issues that 
can be improved in order to prove the Union Square Revitalization process a success. 

Assets and Opportunities 
• Union Square Business Interest Group 
• Active Somerville Chamber of Commerce 
• City government initiatives 
• Availability of social service agencies such as CAAS and MAPS 
• Non-profit housing agencies such as SCC and CASPAR 
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Liabilities and Constraints 
• No Union Square management entity 
• Lack of available multi-lingual City officials to assist the Brazilian, Portuguese, 

Haitian-Creole, and Indian communities. 

Housing 
Somerville has reversed the trend of population decline and has seen population growth 
in the past 10 years, and is densest populated city in the Commonwealth of Massachusetts 
and the eighth densest in the nation.  Based on the 2000 Census Somerville has 18,897 
people per square mile or 29.5 people per acre.  The density of Somerville puts 
significant strain on the housing stock of the City, requiring techniques to ensure that 
housing is available and affordable.  Creation and retention of a diverse housing stock, 
available to a variety of people, will ensure that Union Square can grow as a unique, 
neighborhood-oriented center.  

Assets and Opportunities 
• Quality housing stock 
• Multiple housing types 
• Numerous public service agencies with interest in Union Square and affordable 

housing 
• City regulatory tools to promote affordable housing 
• City housing development assistance programs 
• New construction of affordable rental housing  
• Under-utilized upper stories in commercial district with residential reuse potential 

Liabilities and Constraints 
• Escalating rents 
• The length of time necessary for non-profit developers to assemble financing 
• The high and escalating cost of construction 
• Lack of developable land for new construction 
• High property acquisition costs 

Economic Development 
The economic opportunity and potential in Union Square is strong. The demographics, 
traffic counts, and number of visitors to Union Square provide a substantial customer 
base. In addition, there is a desire on the part of existing businesses, residents, property 
owners, and City officials to encourage office development to supplement the restaurant 
base in Union Square. However, with the exception of a few specific niches, Union 
Square does not capture a high proportion of traditional retail sales that are potentially 
available, given the existing assets in the Union Square Central Business District. In 
order to increase the City’s non-residential tax base, larger office developments with a 
significant number of employees are needed. 

Assets and Opportunities 
• Strong sales potential 
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• High traffic counts 
• City economic development assistance programs 
• Civic and public service agencies in Union Square attract many people 
• Regional customers attracted to restaurants and ethnic businesses 
• Local business anchors such as a grocery store, two banks, and a Post Office 
• Existing rail tracks provide opportunities for improved public transportation 
• Transportation hub for bus service and regional highway access 
• Low vacancy rate 
• Affordable alternative for space compared to Boston and Cambridge 
• Financial Institutions and Community Development Financial Institutions 

(CDFI’s) with interest in supporting Union Square 

Liabilities and Constraints 
• Little day-time activity, except public service agencies 
• Lack of traditional retail, entertainment and office components 
• Underutilized upper stories of buildings 
• Under-developed fixed-route public transportation system 
• Major employers are government agencies that do not contribute to the tax base 
• Lack of organized marketing and promotion for Union Square as a whole 

Physical Environment 
The public workshops and business survey indicate that people would like to see an 
improved physical environment in Union Square.  

Assets and Opportunities 
• Continuous street edge created by buildings 
• Varying lot sizes and mixed use buildings 
• Historical sites such as the Bow Street historic district, Prospect Hill and the Milk 

Row Cemetery 
• Availability of the City’s Storefront Improvement Program 
• Redevelopment of Public Safety Building underway 
• Several parks and playgrounds 
• Potential for plaza as a public gathering spot 
• Street trees along Bow Street and Somerville Avenue 
• Addition of planter barrels to add landscaping 
• Somerville Avenue reconstruction project 
• Somerville Avenue streetscape improvements project 

Liabilities and Constraints 
• Traffic congestion 
• Speed of vehicular traffic 
• Difficult wayfinding for those unfamiliar to the area 
• Perceived lack of parking 
• Lack of landscaping on Union Square plaza and on traffic islands 
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• Perceived lack of pedestrian safety 

Identity and Image 
Because Somerville has several commercial areas, Union Square does not have symbolic 
importance such as a “downtown” would have in a smaller community. However, recent 
projects and events such as the light-pole banner program and the Spice of Life festival 
have generated a unique image and stronger sense of place for Union Square. The 
addition of new successful restaurants with a regional draw have also been positive for 
Union Square’s identity. 

Assets and Opportunities 
• Multi-cultural flavor 
• Artist community 
• Historical significance 
• Diversity in ethnicity and national origin 
• Union Square logo and slogan “Lively Historic Crossroads” 
• Gateway to Somerville 
• Affordability 
• Public Safety Building reconstruction 

Liabilities and Constraints 
• Lack of reputation as a business development center 
• Lack of targeted marketing effort 
• Perceived lack of parking 
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Action Plan & Performance Measurements 

Physical Improvements 
Actions Benchmark - 1 year Benchmark - 5 year 
Make Union Square an attractive, 
inviting, safe neighborhood 

 

• Collaboration with building 
owners/managers to keep the 
Square clean 

• Establish an annual neighborhood clean-up effort 
organized by businesses 

• Daily sweeping of sidewalks by business owners 
• Organize a window display assistance workshop 

for local businesses 
Enhance the entrances to Union 
Square to serve as a gateway to the 
community 

• Address gateway signage in unison 
with Transportation Plan  

• Identify properties at gateway 
locations with redevelopment 
potential 

• Provide gateway signage, consistent with urban 
design concept 

• Maintain the mural near the Union Square plaza 
• Cleanup sites with redevelopment potential 

Improve public transportation • Collect and incorporate all public 
input for Transportation Plan 

• Complete the Union Square 
Transportation Plan 

• Continue promoting Union Square 
to the MBTA regarding improved 
public transportation service 

• Complete engineering and construction 
specifications for implementation of the Union 
Square Transportation Plan 

• Consolidate bus stops and taxi stand locations 
• Improve Bus stop signage with route and schedule 

information 
• Obtain a commitment from the MBTA regarding 

rail service in Union Square 
# Commuter rail service 
# Extension of Green Line from Lechmere 

• Coordination of Bus Rapid Transit in Union Square 
plans 
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Prepare and implement an Urban 
Design plan for streetscape 
improvements 
 

• Insure the Transportation Plan takes 
into account Urban Design 
principles and leaves adequate 
sidewalk space for streetscape 
improvements   

• Begin design of Bow Street 
reconstruction 

• Complete design for Somerville 
Avenue reconstruction 

 

• Urban Design Plan complete 
• Complete reconstruction of Somerville Avenue 
• Complete at least 3 physical improvements 

throughout the Square: 
# Additional street trees and vegetation 
# Additional pedestrian scale lighting 
# Improved directional signage 
# Installation of benches 
# Use of distinctive paving surfaces 

Improve open spaces and public 
areas 

• Replace street trees in empty tree 
pits. 

• Complete renovations to Osgood 
Park. 

• Encourage the role of citizen group 
efforts to organize around park 
maintenance, recreation 
programming and security 
concerns. 

• Encourage the Community 
Growing Center participants to 
assist in beautification and 
improvement projects. 

• Commence design of Stone Place 
Playground 

• Commence Preservation Master 
Plan for the Milk Row Cemetery 

 

• Provide additional landscaping in Union Square 
plaza. 

• Continue the City’s aggressive street tree planting 
program in under-planted areas. 

• Renovate Corbett Playground 
• Renovate Stone Place Playground 
• Develop the vacant parcel on Allen Street as a park 
• Ensure that Lincoln Park remains parkland in 

conjunction with school renovations 
• Implement a Comprehensive Preservation Master 

Plan for the Milk Row Cemetery on Somerville 
Avenue. 

• Pursue the recommendations in the Historic 
Structure Report for the Prospect Hill Tower, 
prepared by Turk Tracey & Larry Architects, LLC, 
February 2000, as funding becomes available. 
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Prepare and implement a parking 
management program 

• Through the Transportation Plan 
determine means to better utilize 
existing spaces and lots. 

• Evaluate how many off-street 
parking spaces are needed and then 
develop a plan to address the need.   

• Increase utilization of existing public parking lots 
on the east side of Union Square (to be monitored 
by annual parking survey) 

• Determine the feasibility of providing a parking 
structure in Union Square 

• Reduce the amount of double-parking on 
Somerville Avenue (to be monitored by parking 
violations) 

Evaluate and Improve Public 
Buildings 

• Develop an appropriate reuse 
strategy for the Old Bow Street 
Police Station. 

• Complete the Public Safety 
Building Feasibility Study 

• Research funding options for reuse 
of the old Bow Street Police Station 

• Research funding options for a new 
public safety building 

• Implement the reuse strategy for the Old Bow 
Street Police Station. 

• Restore the cupola on the hose drying tower of the 
old Fire Station (SCAT Building) 

• Finalize plans for improved public safety facilities. 

Housing and Social Initiatives 
Actions Benchmark – 1 year Benchmark – 5 year  
Utilize housing programs to 
promote increased homeownership 
and improve the condition of the 
existing housing stock 

• Make new and potential 
homeowners aware of the positive 
implications of low interest rates 

• Finalize Plans for the home 
ownership center 

• Direct marketing of housing 
program information to the NRSA 

• Collaborate and support SCC with 
initiatives and outreach to Union 
Square 

• Develop the home ownership center 
• Expand the “Don’t Borrow Trouble Campaign” to 

caution homeowners on the risks of certain refinance 
and home equity loans 

• Develop the resource referral service  
• Partner with national community reinvestment 

coalition to improve financial literacy home-
ownership 
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Develop new and rehabilitated 
affordable housing opportunities 

• Complete Linden St. Housing 
Development 

• Support and encourage private and 
non-profit affordable housing 
development 

• 2-3 new or rehabilitated affordable, 
owner-occupied homes complete 

• 25 new or rehabilitated affordable, owner-occupied 
homes complete 

Enhance immigrant community 
participation in Union Square 
events 

• Translate information into multiple 
languages 

• Continue posting public notices in 
immigrant read newspapers (ie. El 
Mundo) 

• Continue and improve posting to 
city web site and Cable Channel 16 

• Increase social service agency involvement in City-
sponsored Union Square events 

• Encourage social service agencies to get immigrant 
populations involved in public events and meetings 

 

Economic Empowerment 
Actions Benchmark – 1 year Benchmark – 5 year  
Attract new businesses 
• Recruit more businesses with 

a high number of employees 
• Improve pedestrian-oriented 

businesses that support 
existing establishments 

• Increase the percentage of 
traditional retail 
establishments 

• Increase the number of uses 
related to arts and 
entertainment 

• 1-2 new established businesses 
• Recruit businesses and uses that 

compliment the existing uses 

• 10 new established businesses 
• Increase employment by 100 jobs (approximately 

6%) in Union Square 
• Establish at least 3 new uses that require a minimum 

amount of parking 
• Traditional Retail establishments represent 10% of 

commercial space 
• At least 2 new uses related to arts & entertainment 
• 3 restaurants provide outdoor seating 
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• Increase in the number of 
establishments with outdoor 
seating 

Business Development 
• Work with the Union Square 

BIG to develop marketing 
programs targeting workers in 
adjacent areas, special events, 
and promotions that draw 
patrons from outside the 
neighborhood 

• Use City loan and investment 
programs to stimulate 
commercial property 
improvements and business 
expansion 

• Collaborate with traditional 
lenders and Commercial 
Development Financial 
Institutions (CDFI’s) to 
stimulate business growth and 
improvement 

 

• Work with the Union Square BIG 
to develop a program of joint 
advertising and cross-promotions 
for Union Square businesses in a 
variety of media, including 
Portuguese language 

• Continue successful Spice of Life 
event 

• Work with the Union Square 
Business Interest Group (BIG) with 
an exercise from the Fill-in the 
Blank Business Recruitment by the 
National Main Street Center to 
identify opportunities that 
complement existing businesses and 
clusters 

• 1-2 successful completions of 
storefront renovations 

• Meet with CDFI’s to discuss their 
involvement in Union Square 

• Meet with Union Square banks to 
discuss there lending practices and 
neighborhood focuses 

• Union Square marketing program developed 
• Special events/promotions take place on an annual 

basis 
• 5 successful completions of storefront renovations 
• 1-3 Brownfields Economic Development Initiative 

or Brownfields Cleanup Revolving Loan Fund 
Projects   

• 3-5 successful commercial loans to Union Square 
businesses from traditional lenders, CDFI’s and/or 
City loan programs 
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Other 
Actions Benchmark – 1 year Benchmark – 5 year  
Prepare a rezoning plan for Union 
Square 
• Modify the use tables 
• New dimensional 

requirements adopted that 
contribute to the creation of an 
attractive streetscape 

• Revise the sign ordinance 
• Increase flexibility in parking 

requirements 
• Determine the feasibility of 

increasing building height 

• Collect input from the public on 
possible zoning changes 

• Begin drafting new zoning 
ordinances  

• New zoning adopted 
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Criteria for Performance Measure 
Progress on Union Square’s NRSA will be assessed annually throughout the five year 
plan period. The principal measures are defined in the benchmark columns for each of the 
categories above. Data to be used include: housing records; building permits; permits and 
licenses for new businesses; Planning Board decisions; public reports of service 
providers; US Census data; and focus groups of residents. 
 
The criteria that will be used to document both the qualitative and quantitative 
improvements in Union Square will include: 

• Specify the number and type of new development projects proposed. This will be 
measured through applications for building permits, and special permit reviews. 

• Identify new business start-ups based on the types of occupancy permits issued 
and the number of new jobs created. 

• Review the results of new neighborhood programs. 
• Conduct a visual survey of Union Square to determine the effectiveness of efforts 

aimed at improving the physical environment. 
• Monitor the number of inquires for the SIP and the number of successfully 

completed projects. 
• Monitor the number of housing rehabilitation projects and new residential 

construction for both owner and renter occupied housing. 
• Identify number and types of infrastructure improvements such as street 

reconstruction, drainage improvements, street lighting, sidewalk improvements, 
etc. 

• Review the number of partnerships created and degree of collaboration generated 
by new programs and initiatives. 

• Monitor use of public parking and violations issued. 
 
The NRSA will be adjusted as needed based on annual assessments of the performance 
measures to ensure that it is closely aligned with the changing neighborhood and to 
reflect new needs and opportunities that may emerge as the plan is implemented. The 
focus of any adjustments to the NRSA will be on overcoming key obstacles to 
implementation. 
 
The Transportation and Commercial Development division of OHCD will oversee the 
implementation of the NRSA.  Progress will be reported to HUD through submittals of 
CAPER, One Year Action Plans and correspondence as needed. 
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CACI Marketing Systems 
 
CACI Marketing Systems has identified seven consumer groups that are most dominant 
in the market areas defined for this study.  
 

Urban Professional Couples 
Demographic: With a median age of 37.8 years, “Urban Professional Couples” are older 
than the U.S. overall (35.5 years). They have above-average indexes for each adult group 
from 25-29 years and older and below-average indexes for the age group 20-24 years and 
younger. They are predominantly married-couples families, with few or no children, but 
the mix also includes single-person and shared households, the results of high divorce 
rates through the 1980’s. 
 
Socioeconomic: Their median household income of $49,700 is 25% above the U.S. 
figure. Employment levels are high. The labor force is well educated and employed 
mainly in professional or managerial positions. Over 35% of adults aged 25+ hold a 
college degree. 
 
Residential: They live in a high-density mix of single-family homes and townhouses 
with smaller two-to-five unit rentals. Most homes are owner-occupied, including 
condominiums. The median home value is above average of $142,700. These 
neighborhoods are located inside urban areas scattered throughout the U.S., but especially 
in Massachusetts, California and New York. 
 
Preferences: “Urban Professional Couples” rank near the top in their consumption of 
imported wines, listening to classical music, traveling overseas and domestically and 
visiting museums. Physically active, they play a variety of sports, including tennis, golf, 
bicycling, and jogging. They join AAA, frequent flier programs, and health clubs. They 
read two or more daily newspapers and gourmet, business, travel and lifestyle magazines. 
 

Thriving Immigrants 
Demographic: Although fewer than 30% of the population is foreign-born, 40% speak a 
language other than English at home. “Thriving Immigrants” are immigrants and their 
children. Most households are families, typically married couples with either very young 
or adult children. The population is diverse, including Asian and Pacific Islander at 4.5 
times higher than the national average and Hispanic origin at three times the national 
average. The age distribution is slightly younger; the median age is 32.9 years. 
 
Socioeconomic: Although this is a small market, only 1.9% of the U.S. population, the 
households in the market earn moderate to high incomes, primarily from wage and salary 
employment. Their median household income is high; unemployment is low. Despite 
their relative affluence, these consumers are a weak financial market. They neither invest 
nor save their income. Loans also rank low for this group. 
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Residential: Home values and rents are especially high for “Thriving Immigrants” due to 
their location. These neighborhoods are most likely to be found in California’s urban 
areas. The median value of owner-occupied units is $184,900, almost twice the national 
median. Home ownership is slightly below just over 59%, comparable to the U.S. rate. 
Most of their homes are single family, built between 1950 and 1969. 
 
Preferences: Because of ties to their birth countries, “Thriving Immigrants” are likely to 
have passports and spend a sizable portion of their income on foreign trips and long-
distance phone calls. They also enjoy day or weekend excursions to casinos and theme 
parks. They watch television; use the PC; listen to adult alternative, rock and 
contemporary radio; and read news, fashion and lifestyle magazines. 
 

High Rise Renters 
Demographic: They are single with a median age of 37.9 years that belies the 
concentration of younger households. Half are between 20 and 44 years of age, compared 
with only 37% of the U.S. population. Fifty percent of these households are single-person 
or shared – 14%. The population includes foreign-born residents, non-Mexican Hispanic, 
Asian and Pacific Islander. 
 
Socioeconomic: Contrary to the usually lower incomes for single households, “High Rise 
Renters” are affluent. They have a median household income of $48,900 versus the U.S. 
Median of $39,800. Well-educated and gainfully employed, half of them hold a 
bachelor’s or graduate degree and work in professional or managerial positions. They 
prefer investing over saving. 
 
Residential: They are urban, mobile, apartment dwellers in densely populated, central 
city locales in the largest metropolitan areas. Renters comprise six of ten households 
versus three of ten U.S. households. Although most of the neighborhoods are located in 
the largest metropolitan areas of New York, Illinois and California, more than 30% of the 
neighborhoods in the District of Columbia are “High Rise Renters.” 
 
Preferences: Typical of more affluent consumers, “High Rise Renters” join health clubs 
and environmental groups and pursue racquet sports, bicycling, and jogging. Their leisure 
time is singles-oriented with dancing, going to bars/nightclubs, the theater, or museums. 
They buy expensive clothing. They do not take out loans but use their credit cards 
extensively. They often read metropolitan, fashion or gourmet magazines, and two or 
more daily newspapers. 
 

Active Senior Singles 
Demographic: This mature market has a median age of 43 years. Nearly 25% are aged 
65 or older; many are widowed. Single-person households make up over 40% of these 
households. Although younger families live in these neighborhoods, there are few 
children. With over 85% of the population white, this market ranks below average in 
diversity. 
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Socioeconomic: Representing 2.8% of U.S. households, “Active Senior Singles” are one 
of the largest senior markets. Their median household income is below average at 
$36,200, but many of them are retired. Poverty and unemployment rates are low. They 
are fairly well educated; nearly 50% have attended collage or higher. They are slightly 
more inclined to save than to invest. 
 
Residential: Most “Active Senior Singles” live in apartments. Two-thirds of these 
housing are multi-unit, built before 1970. At $177,400, the median home value is above 
the U.S. median. Neighborhoods are naturally higher density, located in urban areas with 
a disproportionate share in the Mid-Atlantic and Northeast. 
 
Preferences: “Active Senior Singles” enjoy traveling, usually taking foreign trips, 
gambling at the casino, playing the lottery, attending concerts, visiting museums, and 
going to their health clubs. They are active volunteers and involved in political 
campaigns. Their heavy expenditures for imported wine, champagne and bottled water 
reflect their taste for premium products. They own a variety of investments such as long-
term certificates of deposit, savings accounts, IRAs, bonds and stock. 
 

Twentysomethings 
Demographic: The median age of “Twentysomethings” is 30 years, 5.5 years younger 
than the U.S. median. Over 27% of residents are in their 20s that is double that of the 
U.S. percentage. They are mobile and in transition, completing college or starting their 
careers. Nearly 60% live in single-person or shared households compared to 30% for the 
U.S. overall. 
 
Socioeconomic: Only 1.7% of the U.S. population, “Twentysomethings” is a relatively 
small market. Their median household income is $26,700. Employment is average, 
although half are employed only part-time. Education is the key to the future of 
“Twentysomethings”; over 35% have an associate degree or higher, 20% are attending 
college. 
 
Residential: “Twentysomethings” live in city apartments. Nearly 20% of the 
neighborhoods are in California or Texas. Rent is generally below average. 
Approximately 22% of the housing in these neighborhoods are single-family, owner-
occupied homes. The median home value is $88,800, 10% lower than the U.S. median. 
 
Preferences: The “Twentysomethings” young, active and urban lifestyle reflects their 
age and environment. They play racquet and team sports, go hiking, jogging and train 
with weights. They frequently visit museums, go to the movies, attend concerts, bars, and 
nightclubs. They buy CD’s, books, shoes, sportswear, soft drinks and alcohol, and 
vitamins. They watch sports and late-night shows on TV; read newspapers; and men’s 
photography, science and computer magazines. 
 



 

Union Square, Somerville, MA  
Neighborhood Revitalization Strategy Area Plan April 02  

College Campuses 
Demographic: Not surprisingly, almost three-fourths of “College Campuses” are college 
students. Their median age is 21.7 years compared to the U.S. median of 35.5 years. Over 
45% live in dormitories; the rest, in nearby neighborhoods that are primarily student 
housing. Forty percent are under the age of 25; 70% are living in single-person or shared 
households. 
 
Socioeconomic: This market is either well educated or on it’s way to becoming well 
educated. Over 50% have a bachelor’s degree or higher, 2.5 times the U.S. percentage. 
Another quarter of the population has attended some college or has an associate degree. 
Their median household income is $21,000. Over half is employed, with most working in 
part-time, low-paying, service sector jobs. 
 
Residential: Apartment rentals dominate off-campus housing. Over 50% of the housing 
inventory is multi-unit buildings, with five or more units. One sixth of the housing is 
single-family, owner-occupied. Their rent is below the U.S. average gross rent, but not by 
much. Most “College Campuses” are located in cities; however, these neighborhoods also 
represent the smaller college towns. 
 
Preferences: Aside from college expenses, most of their budget is spent on travel or their 
active social lives. “College Campuses” spend much of their free time playing racquet 
sports, training with weights, hiking, playing billiards, jogging, and bicycling. They also 
visit museums, go to the movies, bars, and nightclubs. They buy CDs and books, PCs, 
computer software, beer and wine, and vitamins. They watch a lot of sitcoms, dramas, 
late-night shows and sports on TV. 
 

East Coast Immigrants 
Demographic: “East Coast Immigrants” are the new Americans. Almost 40% are 
foreign-born and most speak a language other than English at home. Their demographic 
profile is a rich mix of ethnic and racial groups and household types such as Hispanic, 
Asian, and black. Sixty percent are married-couple or single-parent families; forty 
percent are single-person or shared households. Their median age is 33.8 years, with 
above-average percentages of younger householders aged 20-34 years. 
 
Socioeconomic: “East Coast Immigrants” represent 2.5% of all U.S. households and 
2.4% of the U.S. population. Their median household income is $33,100. Unemployment 
and the lack of a high school diploma are 40% higher among this segment but 
employment is comparable to the U.S. figure. These workers commute, over 30% cross 
county or state lines to work. 
 
Residential: Most rent in the urban canyons of large cities in high-density, high-rise pre-
1950s apartment buildings. The average rent is slightly above the national average. 
Homeless shelters and other non-institutional group quarters are also in these 
neighborhoods. Almost half of “East Coast Immigrants” live in New York; 70% live 
along the Eastern Seaboard. 



 

Union Square, Somerville, MA  
Neighborhood Revitalization Strategy Area Plan April 02  

 
Preferences: Living in urban areas with good public transportation, “East Coast 
Immigrants” don’t often own cars. Their household expenditures include foreign travel, 
long distance phone calls, buying sportswear, and VCRs. They watch situation comedies, 
dramas and sports on primetime TV; listen to jazz and R&B on the radio, and read 
newspapers and fashion magazines. They take day trips to museums, theme parks, and 
gambling casinos. 
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